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SOLD TO THE BRATVA BOSS 


I should be terrified of this man. Artem Elgort bought me at 
an auction. I was kidnapped and made to wear a bikini and 
with the word VIRGIN on it, and this man bought me. I 
should hate him, right? 


And yet when he takes me to his plush billionaire’s estate 
and I spend more time around this primal possessive alpha, 
feelings stir inside of me that have no place in what should 
be hell. But for a so-called hell, it sure is starting to feel like 
heaven. 


I’m eighteen years old, an orphan. I was the loser - the 
nobody - in high school and I’ve got absolutely no 
experience. He’s forty-two years old and the master of a 
criminal empire that could rival world governments. It 
shouldn’t work. It can’t work. And yet when this silver- 
haired bear drinks me in with his suggestive eyes, I feel 
myself responding, big time. 


What should be oh-so-wrong starts to feel oh-so-right, and 
when he says he’s claiming me as his, forever, I feel myself 
melting like butter under his savage hands. 


But there’s a war in the city. Artem’s enemies are linked to 
me in some way, a mystery that might bring this whole 
house of cards crashing down. 


And Artem’s hiding a secret, too. He’s not the man he wants 
the world to believe he is. He’s more, so much more. And as 
I spend more time around the muscular, dominating Bratva 
boss, I start to wonder if maybe I can be something more 
too. 


*Sold to the Bratva Boss is an insta-everything standalone 
instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and no 
cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


A rtem 


I sit in the back of the limousine with my second in 
command, Gavrie, feeling the cool ache from my gym 
workout move up and down my body. My steel colored suit 
hugs closely to my body and I feel my biceps tightening, 
squeezing, with the punishment I put them through earlier 
today. 


Working out my body keeps my mind ready and alert, allows 
me to relax enough to respond calmly to any situation I 
need to. Otherwise, there’s this fucking inferno inside of 
me, raging all the time, this swirling mass of fire and 
passion and rage that I can’t seem to quiet. 


Maybe my childhood, lingering. 
Those dark pits, those indignations, and all that blood... 
I sigh and push those thoughts away, or try to. 


Lately, I’ve been thinking more about finding a woman, 
finding somebody with whom I can share my vast empire. 


But of course the search has been in vain, as it has always 
been. 


I’ll know - just know, deep down, without thought - when I 
see her. 


And I’ve yet to see a woman who even comes close. 
Gavrie arches an eyebrow. “All good, boss?” 


I nod and glance out of the window. We’re on the outskirts 
of the city, approaching a club that sits at the end of a row 
of buildings. Spotlights cut the sky and a red carpet has 
been laid out in front, with suited men already walking up 
the carpet and into the building. 


Mafiosi, Triads, Cartel and Yakuza, all of them gathering 
here to do business. 


And of course me, the leader of the Bratva. 


A slave auction is neutral ground. Emilio told me so over the 
phone, sounding very proud of himself. 


He doesn’t know about my past, of course. 
Nobody does. 


I feel a twisting stab in my gut when I think about walking 
into that building, but Gavrie assures me that smoothing 
things over with Emilio is of vital importance to our 
business. And, as always, business comes first. 


Gavrie leans forward, flashing his gold watch. He’s a few 
years younger than me at thirty-eight, with a shaved head 
dotted here and there with Russian tattoos, his body thick 
and stocky, if not muscular. 


He wears a deep blue suit, and his eyes seem magnified in 
his frameless spectacles. 


“These men think this makes them strong,” I murmur. 
“Selling slaves, buying slaves. Kidnapping women. They 
think it gives them power. But if you stripped them of their 
men and their weapons, if they ran into the wrong man ina 
dark alley late at night and all they had was their violence 
and their grit to save them, how tough do you think they’d 
be?” 


Gavrie frowns, perhaps detecting the tremor in my voice. 
But then the limousine pulls up and a woman in a golden 
bikini opens our door, her tassels shaking as she waves a 
hand. 


These, at least, are willing, paid staff members. I made sure 
of that. Every single woman working here will be paid a fair 
wage and be allowed to go home without threat to her life 
or her dignity. The women inside, though, that’s a different 
matter. 


“Sacred ground,” Gavrie assured me, after Emilio had said 
his piece. “We can’t afford a war with the Italians.” 


“It’s a way to assert his dominance, or his pathetic attempt, 
at least,” I growl. “He thinks if he can drag me here, he can 
get me to do anything. It’ll be a very bad day for him when 
he finds out just how wrong he is.” 


We walk up the red carpet together. 


I pull my shoulders back and hold my head high, and stride 
directly into the building and toward the upper balcony, 
where we’re going to be seated for the auction. 


I don’t stop to shake the hands of the other crime 
syndicates, because otherwise my temper might snap, my 
taut, tight rage might be set free and I’ll crush a jaw, break 
a skull, shatter a collarbone when I think about the 
capricious sadism some of these bastards indulge in. 


Emilio stands up from the table when I push aside the 
curtain separating us from the hallway. Three of his men 
stand against the wall, silent, watching. 


Emilio himself is a skinny, beanpole-built man with a sharp 
nose and a black whiskery mustache. He leans on a silver 
pommeled cane, the head a carved fist. He must be around 
twenty-five, if that, the sort of man who’d kill his father to 
take over the organization ... 


But those are just rumors. 


“Artem, my friend,” he beams, offering me the hand not 
clutched around the fist of his cane. “How wonderful that 
you are here. I was starting to get worried, you know. I was 
just saying to my men here, Jesus, I hope he gets here on 
time. He wouldn’t want to miss the fun. And of course, 
there’s business to be discussed, after the festivities.” 


“Festivities,” I repeat, staring down at his hand. 


It would be so easy to lash my hand out and squeeze onto 
him, to crush and feel all the small bones crumple like 


paper. 


I feel Gavrie at my side, my always-loyal second, the man 
who has stopped me from making more business blunders 
than I can count. He’s the cool head, and people tell me that 
cooler heads often prevail. 


I don’t let my mind stray to those darkened hallways, the 
little boy hiding in the shadows, the fear lancing up his 
Spine every time a metal door whined on rusty hinges. 


I shake Emilio’s hand quickly and we all sit down. 


Emilio nods his head and one of his men starts pouring us 
all whiskey. I let them pour, though I won’t reach for my 
drink, won’t sip it. I don’t drink. I’ve never drunk. I’ve seen 


what it can do to people, how it can unlock the demons 
inside of them, give them room to explore their evil nature. 


“Are you thinking of bidding tonight?” Emilio asks, rubbing 
his hands together, hands that are decked out with too 
many rings they make clinking noises as he rubs. “Just in 
case you are, it’s very simple. You just lift up your little sign 
there, and the auctioneer will take your bid. Easy. Some of 
these girls, Artem, they’re proper—” 


“Pm not bidding,” I snap. 


I feel Gavrie tense beside me, and then take a sip of his 
whiskey, as if that will smooth over the rage I feel at the 
sight of this man. But his territory is dangerously close to 
mine and if I were to instigate war with him, not only would 
money be lost, but lives as well. 


Better the devil you know. 


“Why not?” Emilio says, as though I’ve personally offended 
him. “You never know. You might find the woman of your 
dreams here. Imagine that, eh? The Bratva queen just 
waiting to be purchased. It’s the stuff Hollywood movies are 
made of, my friend.” 


His men laugh and Gavrie chuckles, though I know he 
doesn’t find it funny. I manage a smirk and then, a few 
minutes later, a man in an absurd purple suit comes 
swaggering out on the dance floor below, microphone in 
hand. We all watch from the balconies as the spotlight 
shines on him. 


“Esteemed gentleman,” he says, his actor white teeth 
flashing in the light. “We are gathered here today to 
conduct that most noble endeavor. Business. But what is 
business without a little pleasure? What is love without a 
little hate? Sunshine without a little rain to make us 


appreciate it more? Love, pleasure, sunshine, that’s the 
name of the game with the beauties we have on display this 
fine evening. Your wildest dreams? Yes, they can make 
those come true. Your most twisted fantasies? Yes, they 
might be able to help there, too. Want somebody to clean 
your sports car, and look damn fine while doing it? We’ve 
got you covered. So sit back, relax, and happy bidding.” 


I feel something like sickness stirring in my belly. 


Violent images stab into my mind, like leaping off the 
balcony and landing on this man, raining down punches 
until his face is a red mess with bits of bone glinting 
through. 


I feel the beast side of myself, the animal side ready to do 
some serious damage. 


The auction begins. 


The women have clearly been coached beforehand, perhaps 
threatened if they don’t behave as the auctioneer wish 
them to. They don’t come out in chains, and they don’t walk 
out bruised or scared looking. They strut out in six inch 
heels, their bodies dehydrated to highlight their thinness, a 
quality that has never appealed to me. They twist this way 
and that. 


Putting themselves on display. 


I watch, feeling nothing, not even a note of desire as woman 
after woman swaggers out and bends over for our pleasure. 
At one point, one of the Yakuza asks what the woman 
sounds like when she’s being fucked, and she starts to 
moan, her moans rising into the air. 


I glance at Emilio and see that he’s leering at her, beads of 
sweat sliding down his face. 


I just watch, feeling myself mentally distance myself from 
what’s happening, and yet there’s this flame of anger inside 
me, too. In another life, I saw women like this, women who 
were coerced into behaving how their captors wanted them 
to behave. 


I tried to help them, a stupid naive boy, a boy who thought 
he was already a man. I tried to help them and I felt the 
cold sting of their punishment against my back, until I 
realized that the only way I could help was to attack, attack, 
attack. 


And yet attacking here, now, would solve nothing. It would 
cause more death in the long run. 


If I were to declare war on these men, hundreds or even 
thousands would die in the aftermath, the reach of these 
syndicates is so ubiquitous. 


I sigh, and watch as the auctioneer struts out again, all 
brash confidence now that he knows his wares have been 
well-received. 


“Gentleman, gentleman, it is almost time to bring our 
festivities to an end. But I have, of course, saved the best 
until last. Eighteen years old, a certified virgin, this young 
lady may be a little curvy for some tastes, but what she 
lacks in aesthetics, she more than makes up for in 
innocence. Allow me to present, for your pleasure, a shy, 
innocent, eighteen year old virgin.” 


The curtain at the rear of the room peel back and I see her. 
My world crumbles. 


Everything crashes down and I feel my balls flood, my mind 
flood, my everything flood with urges to take her, claim her, 
right fucking now. 


I feel like a beast in the jungle, sighting its prey - no, its 
mate - and it’s her, it has to be her. 


My eyes roam over her, her hair long and dark and wavy 
down to her shoulders, her face open, brave and yet 
frightened. Her eyes are stark blue and her body is 
curvaceous and gorgeous, her breasts bountiful and life- 
giving in the bikini, her hips wide, made to be grabbed, 
adored, spanked, claimed. 


She’s mine. 


Rage swells in me when I realize that everybody else is 
looking at her, too, that eyes are roaming over my woman. 
She looks around the room, blinking in the spotlight. 


She can’t see us. We sit in relative darkness. But they can 
see her. 


“Boss, what are you—” 
But it’s too late. 


I stand up and stride to the balcony edge, grip the railing, 
and then vault over. Ten, fifteen feet to the floor, and yet it 
doesn’t matter. I land in an athletic ball and then rise up to 
my full seven feet, feeling like a bear ready to swipe at the 
vulnerable throats of my enemies. 


“She is mine,” I declare to the room, my eyes fixated on her. 


I take off my jacket, stride over to her, and drape it over her 
shoulders. 


“Go to the back,” I tell her. “Where the other girls are 
waiting. Wait there for me.” 


“Um,” she whispers, shivering slightly. 


She glances at the auctioneer. 


“If any man wishes to challenge me that this woman is 
mine, that she belongs to me, speak now. Speak now and 
we'll settle it like fucking men.” 


Silence stretches across the room. 


I feel how close this woman is to me, scenting something in 
the air, something sharp and tangy and welcoming. 


It’s her womb, her appetizing womb. 


“No, of course not, Mr. Elgort,” the auctioneer says. “She is 
yours, of course, and the price? We were going to start 
bidding for her at one million.” 


Sacred ground. Break the rules here and thousands die in 
the fallout. 


Crime syndicates are run by prickly men, men who offend 
easily. On the streets, it’s about respect. I want to tell them 
all to go fuck themselves. I want to march into that back 
room and free all those women. 


But as the leader of the Bratva, I have a responsibility. 
If I do what I know is right, countless more will die. 
“One million?” I say. 

“That’s right.” 


I breathe in the scent of her again, feeling my balls pulse, a 
message stampeding through my mind. 


She’s the one. It’s her. I’ve finally found her. 


“TIl pay ten million. Gavrie, see her safely back to the 
estate. We’re done here.” 


“Um, Artem?” Emilio says. “What about our business 
meeting—” 


“We're done here,” I say flatly, and then I turn away, 
striding into the darkness. 


The darkness, where I’ve always felt most at home. 


And yet now there’s a glint of light, my heart hammering in 
my chest. 


“What’s her name?” I demand of the auctioneer, when he 
comes walking after me, probably to see about payment. 


I grab him by the collar and shove him up against the wall, 
this perverted dealer in flesh who loves his job way too 
fucking much. 


“What’s her fucking name?” 

“A-Anna Moore,” he whimpers, gasping for breath. 
I let him drop. 

Anna. 

Anna Moore. 

My queen. 


My virgin, my fertile fucking untouched virgin, the woman I 
will be the first to touch. 


To drive up and fire my hot seed, fire it right into the place 
it belongs. 


Inside of her. 


CHAPTER TWO 


A cia 


My heart is still pounding like crazy as we drive up the long 
road that leads to the estate. I keep my nose pressed 
against the window, scanning for any possible chance for 
escape. 


The walls of the estate are high, at least ten feet, and there 
are towers posted on all four corners with spotlights and 
guards. The gate is imposing and solid metal, and more 
guards patrol out front, pacing back and forth. The area 
around the walls is open, rolling hill lands, meaning that if I 
were even able to get beyond the walls, the guards would 
be able to spot me within seconds. 


I’d have nowhere to hide. 
Patience. 


I slide back against the seat, hugging my arms around 
myself. One of the first things the man with the shaved head 
and the tattoos gave me when he came to collect me was a 
parcel of clothes. I pulled them on quickly, savoring the feel 
of material. 


Standing in that spotlight, blinded by it, but knowing that 
beyond there were men watching me, delighting in my 
humiliation, it caused a spear of shame to lance deep inside 
of me. 


Virgin. 


Now they all know I’m a virgin, not that it matters. It’s a 
small thing in the grand scheme of things, but it still stings 
me with embarrassment. That’s supposed to be a private 
thing. 


I’m not even sure how they found out. 


Did they interview people at my high school? Pay off a 
gynecologist? 


I shake my head, trying to push those concerns away as the 
giant metal gates start to creak open. 


But then my mind just surges back to the moment Artem 
Elgort leapt from the balcony and into the light. 


Standing there like a giant Russian bear, all seven foot of 
him pulsing with... with what? 


Anger? 
Hate? 
Lust? 


I almost laugh, the thought is so absurd. The only reason I 
was being auctioned is because I’m a virgin. I’m the ugly 
duckling compared to those other poor girls who were sold 
tonight. I’ve got lumps and bumps where they’ve only got 
sleek, shiny flesh. I’m the odd one out, like I’ve always been, 
the anomaly. 


But when Artem strode over to me, his jaws tight and 
almost square, his eyes a penetrating oaken shade, his body 


pulsing with irrepressible tensed muscles, the fabric of his 
iron suit straining ... when Artem approached me with his 
steel hair and a whisper of something in his eyes, for a 
second I thought I saw it. 


Desire. 


Then he took off his jacket and draped it over my shoulders, 
and I felt the thrumming inside of him, the vibrations of his 
body. 


Ten million. 
Why? 


As we drive up to the house - more of a mansion, a Disney- 
style sprawling wonderland of a building, draped in 
moonlight - my mind does all kinds of flips to try and work 
out why he would buy me. 


I never knew my parents, but now I’m starting to wonder if 
perhaps Artem did, in some way, and when he saw me there 
—he had to save me? The daughter of his old friends, now 
dead? The orphan left behind? 


It’s a weak theory, but it makes way more sense than the 
idea that Artem Elgort, one of the most powerful men in the 
city, the world, richer than God and more handsome than 
Adonis, would want me for me. 


It doesn’t matter anyway. He bought you. He’s just as bad 
as the others. 


I try to hammer that into my mind as the garage door opens 
automatically, sliding from the grey Medieval rock of 
Artem’s estate, a piece of modern technology incongruously 
taking a chunk out of the building ... and then sliding closed 
behind us as the overhead lights blink on, revealing a vast 
cavern filled with sports cars and jeeps and motorbikes. 


As a girl who’s been poor her whole life - orphanages, brief 
stints on the street, a series of shattered hopes and dreams 
- the sight of all this wealth can’t help but make me draw in 
a gasping breath. 


The driver glances in the rear view, a small smile on his 
face. 


“Yes,” he says. “Mr. Elgort is a very wealthy man. A good 
man, too. You’re very lucky to be here.” 


“A good man,” I repeat. 


I almost add, “But a good man wouldn’t buy a person. A 
good man wouldn’t own a person. A good man wouldn’t be 
the boss of the Bratva.” 


But I don’t, because if there’s one thing you learn in a life 
like mine, it’s how to survive. 


And that’s what I intend to do. 
At all costs. 


The driver takes me to a room that is far nicer than I ever 
could’ve imagined. I had envisioned a cell similar to the 
ones the auctioneer kept us in at the club. 


Bed, four walls, a roof, a toilet, nothing else. 
But this is like a hotel suite. 


There’s a four poster bed with dangling purple silk drapes, 
curtains, whatever the heck they’re called, and wide French 
windows overlooking the rear garden. In the moonlight I 
can make out the length of the garden, something that 
could be a fountain, water flickering. 


There’s an ensuite that’s all sleek marble with a waterfall 
shower and heated flooring. The closets are already full of 
clothes, in assorted sizes, and I’m no fashionista, but even I 
recognize the brand names. 


The driver leaves me and - click - locks the door behind 
him. 


I go to it, testing the handle. 
The door rattles in the frame, but it stays locked. 
I’m on the third floor. Sheer drops all around. 


Perhaps I could survive the fall, but then what? I limp my 
way to the wall, hop over that, and then limp my way past 
the spotlights and the guards? 


I sigh and walk over to the bed, sitting down, tempted to 
just lie back on the silk and let it eat me up. 


I’ve never felt comfort like this mattress, the way it seems 
to massage my thighs. 


But I don’t fall back. I stay sitting, telling myself that this is 
wrong, I’m a prisoner, I need to get out, get out now. 


My mind keeps returning to the moment Artem draped his 
jacket over me, the warmth of the material, still hot from his 
body. I close my eyes and see myself turning to him, staring 
up into his eyes, and telling him I want him, want him right 
now. 


My sex tingles and my nipples get hard and hot. 


I imagine putting my hand on him and rubbing his manhood 
through his pants, and in my fantasy I know exactly what 
I’m doing, exactly how to please a man even if my 
experience level is a big fat zero. 


My traitor mind keeps on, filling me with searing desire, as 
I imagine Artem’s mouth wide open around my sex. 


His tongue attacking me. 
What the hell is wrong with me? I’m a prisoner. 


I open my eyes at the knock on my door, heavy and 
confident. 


Immediately, I know it’s Artem. 

It’s the way he knocks. 

A man in charge. 

“Yes?” I say, surprised at how small my voice sounds. 
“Tt’s me,” Artem rumbles. “Can I come in?” 

I laugh grimly. “I don’t think I have a choice.” 


I bite down a moment later, stunned at the sassiness in my 
voice, wondering where the heck that came from. 


Artem Elgort is the leader of the Bratva, a man who could 
have me killed in the most gruesome way with the snap of 
his fingers, and I’m going to sass him? 


He opens the door and strides in, still wearing his sleek suit, 
looking eerie and handsome in the light from the lamps. 
They glow fire like. 


He stalks across the room until he’s standing over me. I 
stand up instinctively, feeling the heat emanating from him. 
His intense brown eyes seem to flare. I wish I could read 
him. What is he thinking right now? 


He seems angry, his jaws taut, everything in him tense like 
he could snap any moment. 


“T want you to spend the next few days getting comfortable 
here,” he says, voice a deep growl. 


“And after that?” I whisper, sassiness deflating. 


“After ...” A smirk toys with his lips. “We’ll deal with that 
when the time comes, Anna. But get comfortable, make 
yourself at home. I want you to think of this as your home, if 
you can.” 


“A home is a place you can leave,” I say quietly, heart 
pounding, a voice inside screaming at me to shut up before 
this man loses his patience and makes me pay. “A place you 
come back to after a long day. If I can’t leave, it’s not a 
home. It’s a—” 


“But you can leave,” he says. 
“What?” I mutter, eyes narrowed in suspicion. 


“You can walk up to any of my guards at any time and ask 
them to take you back to the city,” he says. “I hope you don’t 
choose to do that, but the choice is there.” 


“Are you joking?” 
He just stares. 


“Woah, okay, I guess you don’t make a lot of jokes, then, 
judging by that reaction?” 


That same almost smirk. 
He stares. 


Then he says, “Do you have any interests, a hobby to keep 
you busy?” 


“T like cooking,” I say, mind spinning about a million miles 
per hour. I can hardly believe that this is happening right 


now. “I love it, in fact. But I’ve never had much opportunity 
to pursue it, but—well, it doesn’t matter.” 


My dreams don’t matter. 


“We have four kitchens here,” he says. “Make use of them 
whenever you like. Or leave. But Anna, I have to tell you, if 
you left me...” 


He just stares, jaws getting tighter. There’s something in his 
eyes I can’t quite read, something that skirts the line 
between violence and... and what? 


I don’t know. 
And that’s the problem. 


If you left me, I would hunt you down and torture you in the 
most grotesque way you can imagine. I’d make you scream 
until the second I mercifully ended your life. 


A chill moves through me as I stare up at this man, my body 
pricked in a cold layer of sweat. 


Intellectually, I know that this man is a criminal, that he 
purchased me, that he could kill me any time he wanted. 


But he’s telling me I’m free to go. 
Is it a trick? 
Is he testing me? 


Maybe if I walked up to one of his guards and asked to 
leave, they'd smile cruelly and take out their gun and point 
it at my head. 


“Mr. Elgort knew you were a traitor slut,” he’d say, and then 
pull the trigger. 


Bang. 


Lights out. 
That’s the end of my story. 
“Anna?” he growls. “Are you staying, or are you going?” 


“This place is nice,” I say tactfully. “It’s beautiful, in fact. But 
I’m... if I stay...” 


Words fail me. 


He moves even closer. His chest is pressed almost right up 
against my face now. For a crazy second I think I can hear 
his heart pounding out of his stony pectorals. 


“If you stay, what am I going to do to you?” he says, reading 
me better than I can read him, clearly. 


I nod, words failing me now. 


I find I’ve wrapped my arms around myself and that I’m 
biting my lip as nerves dance through me sharply. 


That same near smirk glides across his mouth as he steps 
back. 


“Just make yourself comfortable,” he says. “We’ll discuss all 
of that... later. I’d do it now.” 


Do what now? 


“But tonight has not been good for business. There is a 
man, Emilio, and he... Anyway, I’ll see you soon, Anna, very 
soon.” 


He turns and stalks out of the room, closing the door behind 
him. 


I stare. 


I can’t believe it. 


I can leave. 
He’s not going to hurt me. 


What the heck just happened? 


CHAPTER TAREE 


A iia 


It takes me almost a full day to summon up the courage to 
approach a guard and ask to leave. I spend the morning 
mostly in my bedroom, taking a long shower, letting the 
waterfall shower surge hot over my body. 


I wrap myself in the plush silk bathrobe and sit at the 
French windows, looking over the grounds as the early- 
September sun rises over them. 


I was right about the fountain. It’s a huge thing, the sort of 
fountain you’d expect to see at a Russian duke’s palace, and 
further back the grounds stretch on for what seems like 
miles. 


I spot tennis courts, what looks like an outdoor sauna, a 
running track. 


I have to keep reminding myself that luxuries don’t make up 
for the fact that I was kidnapped - not by Artem, but still - 
and sold. 


He bought me, for fuck’s sake, and that’s just something 
that reasonable, civilized people don’t do. 


And yet as I go to the closet and look for something 
comfortable to wear for the day, I feel warmth moving 
through me. 


It doesn’t help that last night, I dreamt of Artem. 


In the blurry surreal shades of the dream, I imagined Artem 
grabbing me and shoving me back onto the bed last night. I 
saw the muscular Bratva boss strip off his shirt and his 
jacket, revealing his muscular flesh, revealing his pectorals 
that press against his skin trying to break free. 


I saw him lean over me, his breath painting me warmly, and 
then felt the tickling sensation of his hand sliding up my 
thigh, further, deeper, wetter ... 


And then I woke with a gasp, cursing myself for the dream, 
and also cursing myself for having to wake up and ruin it. 


Confusion dances through me, making it difficult to think 
Clearly. 


But the guard. 


I finally get up the courage around dinnertime, my belly 
rumbling with lack of food, my body screaming at me to use 
the well-appointed kitchen I passed on my way out to the 
front of the house. 


I keep expecting somebody to stop me as I walk the 
grounds, but the guards don’t pay me any attention. 


They just let me wander. 


Eventually, I walk into the path of a patrolling man in a 
black suit, an ear piece dangling from his ear. 


He is tall and wide, but standing next to Artem he’d look 
wiry and scared. 


Which is bad. 


Not that he’d look small compared to Artem. Most people 
would. No, it’s bad that I’m already at the stage where I’m 
automatically comparing the men I meet with Artem. 


He. Bought. Me. 


Why can’t I get that into my head and make it mean 
something? Why can’t I care? 


“Excuse me,” I say, trying to make my voice sound sure and 
strong. 


The man turns, eyebrow cocked, but says nothing. 
“Td like to...” 

I lick my lips. 

“Td like to go home now, please.” 

He nods. “Sure. Do you have an address?” 


I think about giving him the address to the orphanage, 
watching him for any sign that this is a trick, that any 
second the rug is going to be pulled out from underneath 
me and I’ll discover I’ve been standing over a nest of vipers 
this entire time. 


What are his orders? 


I imagine Artem sitting by candlelight, his face severe as he 
tells his men, “Jf she says she wants to go, ask for an 
address. Make her believe that we’re really going to let her 
go. And then drive her into the middle of nowhere and kill 
her. Do what you want with her before that, but kill her 
and bury her deep. Make sure nobody ever finds her.” 


But why? Why even give me hope in that case? 
“Ma’am?” he says. “ Your address?” 


I lick my too dry lips, thinking about giving him the address 
of the orphanage, but I’m not sure I can really call that my 
home. I never fit in there. 


I never fit it anywhere, that’s the truth. 
“Would you really take me home?” I ask. 
The man frowns. “Yes,” he says. “Of course.” 
“Why?” 


“Because it’s what Mr. Elgort has ordered and - well - I 
shouldn’t say this, but he’s not...” 


He shakes his head. 
“What?” I urge. 
He’s not what? 


“No,” he says, suddenly back to business. “If you want to go 
home, we'll take you. If not, please, enjoy your time here.” 


Part of me screams to order him to take me back to the city, 
but the sad truth is that there’s nothing there for me. 


So instead I turn around and stride into the house, walking 
through the hallways with their massive ceilings that seem 
to make my footsteps echo three times as loud, past 
watching paintings, a suit of armor, the stone staircase. This 
house is an interesting mixture of modern and medieval, 
like a time traveler’s lair. 


I walk into the kitchen, staring in wonder at it, the obsidian 
island in the middle, the stove built right into another 
obsidian counter. The oven opens from a sleek, hidden 


drawer. The knobs appearing when you need them via a 
button. I explore all of it, my heart thudding like a song of 
victory. 


All my life, I’ve dreamed of being able to use a kitchen like 
this. I don’t know what it says about me that, despite the 
fact I’ve never even had the chance to pursue it properly, 
my biggest passion is cooking. 


But it is, and I can’t change that. 


The small kitchen at the orphanage, a few classes in high 
school, those are what have sustained me through the 
years. 


But this? 
This is something else entirely. 


I find the giant refrigerator well stocked and set about 
making myself an omelet, enjoying the simple pleasures of 
cutting with an ultra-sharp knife, of sitting at the table 
overlooking the vast garden and closing my eyes to savor 
the taste of the food. I even enjoy washing the dishes 
afterward, using the jet-washer to blast them clean. 


Then I turn to find Artem watching me from the doorway, 
his arms folded, a smirk playing at the corners of his lips. I 
wonder if he ever actually smiles, or if he’s incapable, if in 
his criminal world smiling is simply not allowed. 


“Having fun?” he asks. 


“Sorry,” I mutter, instinct making me servile, worried that 
I’ve overstepped the mark even if he said I’m specifically 
allowed to use the kitchens. 


“Sorry?” he says, stalking forward in his sleek suit, dark 
blue today. He stands close and closes his eyes, inhaling. 
“Incredible.” 


“The food? I doubt there’s any smell left, to be honest, after 
all the washing.” 


He opens his eyes and stares, making me think, for a silly 
second, that he’s going to lash his hands out and wrap them 
around me, squeezing onto my hips and then my ass. I can 
feel his hands squeezing me, massaging me, before lifting 
me up and placing me on the kitchen island. Then pushing 
me so that I’m lying on my back and his manhood is there, 
grinding against me, rubbing until he’s hard and I’m soaked 
and— 


What the heck is the matter with me? 
“T never said it was the food,” he growls. 
What, then? What the heck is it? 


Even closer, and now he’s standing so close to me that if he 
wanted he could lean down and press his lips against mine. 
Not that he’d want to do that, of course, but he could, right 
now... 


And then his cell phone buzzes from his jacket pocket and 
he lets out an annoyed sigh. 


“Not tonight, it seems,” he snarls. “You see, Anna, people 
think the life of a boss is all leisure and enjoyment. People 
think all you have to do is sit back and let your empire run 
itself. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. The life of 
a boss is work, work, and more fucking work—if you want 
your empire to stay standing longer than a day.” 


He sighs again. 


For the first time, I see a flicker of vulnerability in his eyes. 
Not that he appears outright vulnerable, exactly, but that 
he could, if he were not... well, him. 


He leaves me there, wondering exactly what just happened. 


For the next two days, I don’t catch any sight of Artem, but I 
feel his presence everywhere I go in this giant house. I feel 
him watching me as I walk down the hallways, as I spend 
more time in the kitchen, still waiting for the penny to drop. 


I know I’m here for a reason, but every time my mind skirts 
close to what I think it might be, I hear all the selfdoubting 
voices I’ve heard my whole life. 


I remember being the nobody in high school, stalking 
through the hallways, unseen, mostly friendless. I 
remember when I first started developing curves, looking at 
myself in the mirror, turning this way and that to try and 
convince myself I wasn’t ugly, that I wasn’t that dreaded F- 
word. 


And then I shiver as the feeling of standing under that 
spotlight in the bikini returns to me, all those staring eyes. 
Even if they were hidden in darkness, I could feel the sweat 
pricking my body, sliding over my skin. 


No, stupid girl, Artem Elgort isn’t interested in you like 
that. 


Then how is he interested in me, then? 


I keep trying to claw an answer to that question, but I can 
never find one. 


If he wanted me as a chef, fine, that might make some sort 
of sense. 


A babysitter. 
A maid. 
Something. 


But as it is, I’m left to wander the hallways like a ghost 
haunting this place, confused, dreading the day that Artem 


marches in here and finally tells me that he’s found his 
purpose for me. 


I’m going to torture you. I’m going to resell you. I’m going 
to make you live in a personally-constructed hell. 


One morning - the fifth day - I wake to a warm bundle 
curled up next to me. I reach out my hand and curl my 
fingers around it, wondering if I’m dreaming when I feel the 
roughness of its tongue against my palm, my fingertips. 


A giggle escapes me when I open my eyes and see the dog, 
its eyes wide and a gorgeous shade of blue, its fur cloud- 
white except for a few black spots, one over its left eye. Its 
tail points straight up, wagging happily as it splits its mouth 
into a grin and gazes up at me. 


“Um, hello,” I say, and the dog leans forward, giving me a 
lick of greeting on the chin. 


I laugh and study the dog closer, seeing that he’s a boy. His 
collar is blood-red and a small note dangles from it, tied 
with a piece of string. Hello. My name is Rocky. I need a 
home. Will you take care of me? 


Something inside of me melts as I read that he’s a Jack 
Russel crossed with a Dalmatian, he’s two years old, and his 
previous owner had to give him up when he moved 
overseas for work. 


Without even thinking, I reach out and hug him close, 
cradling him to my chest. 


“So you like him?” 
The voice comes from the doorway. 


I flinch and stare across my bedroom - my bedroom - to see 
Artem standing in the doorway. His hair seems darker than 


usual, coated with sweat, and his rippling body is clad in 
workout gear, his tight, muscled arms tense. 


“T finally got some time to myself,” he says, striding into my 
room. “I thought you might like some company for when I’m 
away. So, do you like him?” 


Rocky leaps onto my chest and starts lapping at my cheeks, 
as though imploring me to say yes, yes, of course I like him. 
I love him. I let out a giggle and tickle him behind the ears, 
savoring the way his mouth opens into a pink grin. 


“Yes,” I say. “But...” 
“But what?” 


He wanders to the edge of the bed and sits down, his size so 
immense I feel the mattress sag toward him. 


“But I don’t know why you’ve given him to me,” I say, my 
words coming out in a rush, all my pent-up confusion 
bursting out. “I still don’t know why I’m here. And I’m—” 


“What?” he growls, when I trail off. “You’re what, Anna?” 
“I'm scared,” I say, hugging Rocky close to me. 
tt Why?” 


“Because I’m starting to like it here, okay? But I can’t let 
myself feel comfortable until I know what this is. Because it 
could be anything, couldn’t it? It could be something, I don’t 
know, something evil. I know that sounds melodramatic. But 
it’s the truth.” 


Artem sighs. 


“Evil,” he says quietly. “Is that what you think I am, Anna? 
Evil?” 


“T don’t know,” I whisper. “That’s the point.” 


“You’re here because ... because I need you to be. For 
example, right now, I’m starving. Fucking ravenous. Will 
you make me something, Anna?” 


“Do I have a choice?” I ask. 
His lips twitch and he nods. “ Yes, you always have a choice.” 


Still confused, still unsure, I sit up and ruffle Rocky behind 
the ear, which he seems to love. 


“Then okay, Artem, I’ll make you something. Let’s go.” 
Will this ever stop being perplexing and strange? 


I want to scream. Why am I here, Artem? What do you want 
with me? 


Is this a trick? 


CHAPTER FOUR 


A rtem 


My body twists and my balls flame like twin suns as I watch 
her dancing around the kitchen, still in her PJs, hot pink 
material that hugs onto the globes of her ass as she bends 
over the obsidian block of the oven. 


Rocky dances around her heels, already in love, wagging 
his tail and smiling happily. 


I sit at the bar, my body still sore and sweaty from the gym. 
If I ever needed a punishing workout, it’s this week, with 
Emilio taking my snub at the auction to heart. Now, he’s 
been making plays in the city, getting aggressive, causing 
more than a few scuffles between the Bratva and the 
Mafiosi. 


The man’s a fool, putting legitimate businesses at risk so 
that he can stroke his ego. He believes that stealing the 
power from his father makes him strong, a worthy 
contender in the power dynamic of the city. 


But really it just puts everyone’s livelihood in danger, and 
he won’t stop, the little fucking rat. 


All because I wouldn’t play nice with him at a slave auction. 


I’ve felt my old instincts rising up in me more than once this 
week, the responses that were drilled into me in my 
formative years. 


Fight. 
Kill. 
Survive. 


I let out a sigh between my teeth and instead watch Anna as 
she chops vegetables, moving methodically, her dark hair 
bobbing around her shoulders. 


Without any makeup on her face, she looks fresh, alive, in a 
way that sends urgent pounding through my body. 


A war drum of desire captivates me, as though this is ten 
thousand years ago and I’m about to run into battle. 


Claim her, it drums. Take her fuck her. 


I see myself stalking up behind her and sliding my hands up 
the pinkness of her pajama bottoms, savoring the way she’d 
shiver and wriggle against me. And then I’d peel down her 
bottoms slowly, revealing the round beauty of her 
wonderfully bouncy ass. 


I’d spend a long time on her ass alone, massaging, fucking 
worshipping. I'd fall to my knees and bite and nibble and 
play with her flesh, until she’d wriggle against me, begging 
me to slide my manhood inside of her. 


“Pm assuming you like chicken salad?” she asks. 
“Something simple, but, you know, you can add a few 
flourishes here and there.” 


“Salad sounds fine,” I say, a rumble far back in my throat. 


Now, finally, I have the time I need to properly appreciate 
this woman. 


This past week has been a non stop barrage of business, of 
going from burnt-out warehouse to Bratva bar, looking over 
the shattered glass and the broken chairs and being told 
that it was the Mafiosi, those bastards, Emilio holding a 
grudge. 


I push it all from my mind now. 


I’ve given the necessary orders and paid off the correct 
people. If Emilio is foolish enough to make another move in 
the city, we’ll be quicker to respond this time. He probably 
knows that, too, which is why he’s decided to lay low. 


Good. 
Let him lay low. 


Otherwise he’ll end up far lower than he wants to be, in the 
fucking dirt. 


My instincts are pulsing through me like primal invectives 
as I study this woman’s ass, her perfect round ass as she 
bends over the chopping board, biting her lip in 
concentration. 


“Do you mind if I take Rocky to his crate?” I ask her. 


She giggles strangely. “You ask me like I have a choice. I’m 
your property, remember.” 


My property. 
If that were the case, I could do anything I wanted with her. 


I could fist that luscious dark hair and push her to her 
knees, bring my engorged manhood to her lips and drive it 
inside her wet mouth, slide it deep, and deeper, until she 


starts to gag and she can’t help but slide her hand down 
her body to toy with her sex. 


As I drive myself into her mouth, her stark blue eyes wide 
with lust and fascination. Her fingers playing with her 
virgin womanhood, her eyes getting wider with each cock- 
thrust, with each tongue-stroke against my pulsating 
manhood. 


I’d fuck her mouth, savoring its warmth, but that wouldn’t 
be enough, no fucking way. I’d only fuck it long enough for 
her to bring her virgin pussy to orgasm with her fingers. 


And then I’d bend her over and bring my spit-slick cock to 
her pussy, never touched before, mine, all fucking mine. 


And I’d drive inside of her for the first time, making her feel 
me like the queen she is, pushing all the way to those ass 
cheeks so they flatten against my abs. 


“You have a choice,” I manage to breathe, mind clouded 
with thoughts of her. 


“Ts he okay in his crate?” 


I can’t help but chuckle at her maternal instinct, just one of 
the qualities that drive so much excitement into me when I 
look at her. She’s going to make an incredible mother. 


She’s going to give me everything I ever dreamed of. 
It’s her. 

She’s the one. 

There’s no doubt about it. 


“Its the same crate he’s had since he was a puppy,” I tell 
her. “But it’s big. Don’t worry. I made sure of that. 
Apparently, it helps them to adjust to a new environment.” 


“Then yeah,” she says, kneeling down to ruffle him behind 
the ears. 


Fuck. 


Her pink shirt rides up as she does, showing me a sliver of 
her pale belly, and now I’m gripping the bar so hard it’s a 
wonder I don’t snap it in half. To peel that shirt up and 
reveal her flushed skin, higher, and higher, until her breasts 
spill free for me. 


I imagine gripping her nipples in my fingers and squeezing 
her milk out of them, letting it settle on my tongue and then 
kissing her, giving her back her own milk. And then she’d 
paint it onto my manhood and I’d use her precious fucking 
milk to screw her until she creamed milk-white, and we 
couldn’t tell which is her slick come and which is her milk. 


But she wouldn’t care. 
Because she’d be creaming too damn hard for me to care. 
“What do you think, boy? Are you okay with that?” 


Rocky smiles happily and I walk over to the door, clicking 
my tongue. The dog comes padding over obediently, a 
grinning rascal, and I take him to his room at the rear of 
the house and nod at his crate. 


I had his room decked out last night, and it has everything 
he could want. A box of toys and a giant bed for sleeping on, 
his crate if he feels overwhelmed, a small agility corner with 
a self-throwing all device. 


He sniffs around the room and then pads over to his crate, 
climbing inside and laying his head on his paws, smiling. 


“Good boy,” I tell him. 


He makes a yawning noise as I retreat, already content to 
lie and rest, getting ready for more play later, no doubt. 


But now - now - it’s my turn to play. 
I’ve waited long enough. 


It’s been almost a week since I sighted my queen at the 
auction, a week of dealing with Emilio’s bullshit and 
business, all of it keeping me too busy to claim what’s 
rightfully mine. 


Now, all of that is over. 


I return to the kitchen and pause in the doorway as she 
stands, back to me, peering into the fridge. 


She’s on her tiptoes and that just makes her ass seem even 
curvier. 


I walk in and close the door quietly behind me. 

She flinches at the sound of the door closing. 

I wonder if she fears me. 

I hope she doesn’t. 

“Anna,” I growl. “You asked why you’re here.” 

“Y-yes,” she whimpers, perhaps sensing the change in me. 
It’s time. 


“You’re here because you’re the sexiest fucking woman I’ve 
ever laid my eyes on. You’re my virgin queen, that’s why 
you’re here. And I’m going to fuck your wet virgin pussy 
until you cream all over my cock. Do you understand me? 
And then I’m going to fire my seed inside of you, and you’re 
going to give me a child. That’s why you’re here, my virgin 
princess.” 


I wanted those words to come out more suavely, more 
controlled, but there’s something about this woman that 
just makes that impossible. 


She turns me into the beast I secretly am inside. 


She faces me slowly, her eyes wide just like they were in my 
fantasy. 


“Are you serious?” she whispers. “You bought me so you 
could—so I could—so we could...” 


I move across the kitchen slowly, my eyes fixated on her 
with every step. 


I know that if I give in to my desire and move with more 
speed, that will be the end of any discipline I might be 
clinging onto. 


I’ll just become a beast, a fucking animal. 


I’ll leap across the kitchen and tear her to lustful pieces, 
and she’ll cream and moan every step of the way, sighing 
breathily over me. 


But not here. 
Not in the kitchen. 


Not where anybody else might see her. A guard. A staff 
member. 


“The first time I saw you,” I snarl. “I knew I had to have you. 
And when I heard that you were a virgin, that just made me 
want you more.” 


She gazes up at me, seemingly at a loss for words, her 
mouth hanging open as she stares up into my eyes. 


I close the distance between us. 


“T’ve been watching you,” I whisper. 
“What?” she says, voice just as quiet. 


“Recordings from the exterior cameras,” I tell her. “I’ve 
seen you walking the grounds. It’s been killing me, 
returning at three in the morning and the only thing I have 
of you are those recordings. And yet they’re so fucking sexy, 
so perfect. Everything about you, it’s...” 


But words fail me now. 


I reach forward and wrap my arms around her, lifting her 
off her feet and holding her close to me. 


My lips find hers and she gasps. 

For a second I think she’s going to move away from me. 
I don’t want this, she’ll say. No, please. 

Can I have misread the situation that badly? 


Can I truly have misread the shimmering desire I was sure 
was rioting through her just now? 


But then she relaxes in my arms and makes a moaning 
noise, grinding against me. 


I move my hands to her ass and squeeze, feeling her ass 
cheeks through the fabric of her PJs, feeling the heat of her. 


And, past the heat, I can feel her womb, squealing, 
squirming, eager in its desire to flower for my seed and let 
our offspring grow. 


Her lips are soft against my roughness, and I open my 
mouth and find her tongue with mine, swirling it around as 
I carry us across the room and lay her on the kitchen 
counter, surging forward. 


I press my manhood between her legs, feeling my hardness 
grind against her through the thinness of my gym shorts. 


I should stop. 
I said not here. 
But then she moans and moves her fingers through my hair. 


And I’m lost. She has me. My virgin fucking princess has me 
hypnotized. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


A cia 


I feel his manhood pressing against me, grinding against 
my sex and for a second I think I can just sink into the lust. 


I can forget about self-doubt and self-consciousness and just 
be. 


I wrap my arms around his shoulders and squeeze close to 
him. 


The confusion falls away under the steaming presence of his 
lust, the fierceness of the moment blossoming inside of me 
in a series of bullet-like strikes. 


Bang, bang, bang, the heat thuds into me, spreading to 
every part of me. 


I sink deeper into the kiss and let my desire guide me, my 
tongue tingling like there are freaking electrodes attached 
to it or something, my body buzzing and blisteringly alive 
for the first time I can remember. 


But then the voices start whispering in my head, those 
familiar self-doubting voices, telling me I’m an idiot if I think 


I’m going to be able to please Artem Elgort. 
And he knows. 


That’s the thing that sends the most frustration catapulting 
through me. 


He knows that I’m a virgin, that I’m inexperienced, and yet 
he’s still putting me in this position and expecting me to 
perform. 


“Anna,” he growls, leaning back slightly when I pause in our 
animal kissing. “What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing,” I lie. 

Suddenly terror touches me. 
What happens if I don’t perform? 
But he talked about motherhood. 
He talked about claiming me. 


He said I was his and, even if it makes me a little bit crazy, I 
believed him. 


I believe him. 


He leans back and regards me with those steady brown 
eyes. 


“Anna, the first time I saw you, I knew you were mine. I felt 
it. I’ve never been a sentimental man. I’ve never been 
allowed to be. But I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say I 
felt it in my soul. I can read you. And something’s wrong. I 
can see it. So tell me.” 


I slide off the counter and let out a breath. My body still 
feels vivacious and buzzing with the closeness, with his 
hands making patterns on my back. My sex feels sticky and 


wet as I walk to the other side of the room, near my 
abandoned salad, and heave a sigh. 


“What exactly do you think’s going to happen here?” I 
mutter. “I mean, jeez... Look... I...” 


“Anna,” he says quietly. 


He walks up behind me and places his hands softly on my 
shoulders, more softly than I ever would’ve guessed a man 
of Artem’s size could touch somebody. 


“I know that this must be frightening for you, but I meant it 
when I said you’re mine. I’d never hurt you. So whatever 
you want to say, you can say it. You don’t have to be scared 
of me. Ever. I’ll protect you, always. If a dozen thugs came 
through that door right now and tried to hurt you, there’d 
be a dozen broken crumpled fucking bodies on the floor. 
You’re mine. And I’m a loyal man. I protect what’s mine.” 


I lean back into his embrace, feeling the security of his 
hands, giant powerful hands that feel capable of handling 
anything that life throws at them. 


“T just don’t want to be humiliated,” I whisper, feeling a 
weight lift off my chest. “You know I’m a virgin. And, well, 
what exactly do you think I’m going to do? I’ve been 
humiliated so many times in my life. Getting kidnapped, 
well, that was just the same. Hey, come to this restaurant 
and cook a taster dish for me. Maybe we'll give you a job. 
And then I get there, and what happens? A black bag over 
my head and I’m dragged into the back of a truck.” 


I laugh and shiver at the same time, a curious combination. 
The laugh is grim. 


Artem squeezes my shoulders. 


“TIl never let anything like that happen to you again, but 
you’re not going to be humiliated tonight, Anna. I don’t care 
that you’re a virgin. No, that’s not right. I do care. I fucking 
love it. When I saw you, I knew I had to have you. But when 
I heard you were a virgin, too, I knew I’d die if I didn’t have 
you. It’s too perfect.” 


“What’s perfect about it?” I rage, spinning and facing him. 
“The fact that when we get into the bedroom, I'll have no 
idea what to do? Let’s face it, Artem. Let’s just be blunt 
about it.” 


Somehow, I feel able to speak up with Artem where I never 
did before. His words have caused a ricochet of confidence 
to move through me, a nascent sense of belonging I wish I 
could just sink into, grow with. 


And yet there’s this underlying whisper, too, that I’m just 
not good enough. 


“Let’s face it,” I go on, firmer now. “You’ve had experience, 
haven’t you? You’re one of the richest men alive. You’re 
really, really hot. You’re smart. You’re - well - you’ve got it 
all, Artem. You’ve probably had legions of women throw 
themselves at you.” 


“Legions?” he smirks, laughing lightly. “That’s a very fancy 
term.” 


“What?” I glare. “Avoiding the question?” 


“You’re right,” he growls, smoothing his hands down my 
body and pulling me close to him. “Women have thrown 
themselves at me over the years. Too many to count. Yes, 
it’s true. But it’s also true that I’ve turned down every 
woman who’s ever thrown herself at me.” 


“What?” I mutter bitterly. “Are you going to tell me you’re a 
virgin, too?” 


“I am,” he says, head held high, saying it with more pride 
than I could ever muster. 


I stare at him for a few moments. 
And then a few moments turns into about thirty seconds. 


I just keep staring, right into his eyes, trying to see if he’s 
lying. 


Before he told me that I was his, I would’ve laughed at the 
idea that I could read him. But now there’s this feeling 
inside of me, bubbling right up to the surface, telling me 
that I can read him if I let go of my fear and my self-doubt. 


Hard things to let go of, obviously, since they’ve been my 
comfort blankets since I was a kid. 


“Artem,” I whisper, licking my lips. “Do you realize how 
insanely difficult that is to believe?” 


He shrugs, squeezing onto my hips. 


Our bodies are smashed close now, his manhood a solid rod 
against my belly, begging to be touched. My sex flames at 
the proximity and deep inside of me my womb cries out to 
feel his touch, his seed, everything he has to give. 


“Tt’s the truth,” he says. “You’re right, Anna. I won’t lie to 
you. I could have had any number of women. But why? I 
knew that when I chose a woman, it would be to put my 
children inside of her. I wanted a queen. I wanted a 
companion. I wanted what I knew you were the moment I 
laid my eyes on you.” 


I draw in a bolstering breath, telling myself that this is the 
time, my moment to be brave. 


Then I reach up and take his face in my hands, staring at 
him. No, into him, the same way his penetrating eyes gaze 


into me. 
“Please, Artem, tell me you’re not lying.” 


“Never,” he says fiercely. “I am never going to lie to you, 
Anna. You don’t need to be nervous. Because this is going to 
be the first time for me, too. So let’s just let our bodies 
follow their instincts. That’s what we are, you and I, we’re 
fucking instinct. We’re lust and desire, and I’m fucking 
certain, certain that you’re my on—” 


“Pm your one,” I whisper, finishing his sentence. “I feel it, 
too. I felt it the second you jumped down from the balcony 
and gave me your jacket. And you’re right, Artem. It does 
make me feel less nervous. We can... explore together?” 


Suddenly, nerves jab at me. 
I bite my lip. 


Artem smirks and reaches over, smoothing his thumb along 
my lower lip. 


“Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you look when you 
get all shy like that? Now, walk upstairs to your bedroom. 
I’ll follow behind. I want to watch that ass shifting for me as 
you walk. That big round perfect fucking ass.” 


“You don’t think I’m f—” 
“Shut your mouth.” 
“Woah,” I say, giggling. “Rude, much?” 


He smirks and slides his hands down to my ass cheeks, 
squeezing hard, pushing them together so the sensation 
spreads under my body to my sex. I feel my hole quivering 
and fluttering. I feel my clit getting hot and tight and tingly. 
I feel everything beginning to collapse in near-orgiastic 
celebration. 


For a moment, I think my pleasure is going to puncture 
right here, come flowing out of me like bubbling lava. 


“Yeah, it’s rude,” he says. “But I don’t give a damn. If you’re 
going to stand there and pretend your body is anything 
other than a curvy fucking treat sent straight from heaven, 
then lll be much more than rude, Anna. Your body, it’s ... 
Fucking hell, it’s maternal and sexy at the same time, 
breasts made for sucking and for giving milk, hips made for 
grabbing while I ram you hard from behind, and for parting 
to make way for our children. You’re sex and motherhood 
combined. You’re mine. Now walk in front of me and shake 
that fucking ass. Now.” 


A tremor travels through me as I turn around and head for 
the door, moving my hips from side to side. 


That voice tries to tell me I’m being ridiculous again. 
I’m embarrassing myself. 


But then I look over my shoulder and see my giant Russian 
bear stalking behind me, his eyes fixated on my ass, one 
hand grinding up and down his concealed manhood, a solid 
outline in his pants. 


“You can’t wait?” I whisper. 


“Not much longer,” he says, voice tight, like he could erupt 
any moment. 


He follows me all the way to the bedroom. 


I walk toward the bed and hear the door close quietly 
behind me, not sure what to do next, not sure if I should lie 
on the bed or turn around or... 


But then my man - my man - is on me. 


He grabs my pants and pulls them down, causing me to 
squeal and fall forward, propping my hands on the bed with 
my ass sticking out, aimed at his face. 


“Oh, fuck,” he snarls, smoothing his hands over my cheeks. 
Goosebumps prickle me. “Stick your ass out. I need to see 
how pink and wet your pussy is when I peel these panties 
off.” 


Pleasure jabs at me as I do as he says, sticking my ass right 
out, feeling the tickling sensation of my panties rustling 
against me as he pulls them down around my ankles. 


He leans back, gazing at my sex, his whole body tremoring 
from what I can see by looking over my shoulder. 


“Fuck. Ing. Hell. Your pussy is fucking soaked, Anna. It’s 
your womb telling you how badly you need this. And do you 
know how I said we should follow our instincts? Well, my 
instincts are telling me to eat this pink pussy until my 
mouth is filled with your thick cream. And I’m not about to 
ignore that urge.” 


I let out a squeal of pleasure as he pushes his face forward, 
his tongue lapping over my lips, skirting near my hole as his 
nose settles between my ass cheeks. 


There’s something dirty and beautiful and sexy about his 
nose being there, about him feeling comfortable enough to 
be that intimate with me. 


But of course he does. 
Because we’re freaking made for each other. 


He smooths his tongue up one side of my sex and then down 
the other, skirting close to my clit. I close my eyes and see 
red, like there’s an exploding sun imprinted on the insides 
of my eyelids. 


I hear a woman moaning and think for a second, Jesus, she 
sounds confident, she sounds sexy. And then I collapse back 
into my body and realize that I’m the one moaning. 


I’m the one who sounds sexy, which is something I’ve never 
been before. 


And yet it feels so natural with Artem. 


He grabs my ass cheeks as his tongue gets quicker, digging 
in his powerful fingers into my ample flesh. I feel another 
flare of self-consciousness, a bitter hate-filled voice telling 
me that I’m too curvy, I’m nowhere near a supermodel. 


But then I stamp it down and throw myself into the moment 
instead, pushing my sex toward his face. 


Toward his tongue. 
His tongue is made of fire. 


It spits hot embers at me and then, and then - oh fuck - and 
then he moves to my clit, attacking it like he’s trying to lick 
it off my pussy, licking it so fast that I can’t even feel any 
individual movement anymore. It’s like he’s taken a radiator 
and pressed it up against my pussy. 


Flames dance over and around me and I start moaning 
louder, more urgently, grinding myself against him over and 
over again. 


I twitch my hips, unable to stop myself, unable to let my 
thoughts still long enough for me to feel any shame. 


All I feel is desire. 
All I feel is need. 
For him. 


My man. 


“Ah,” I whimper. 


“Cream in my mouth,” he snarls, voice muffled with our 
closeness. “Cream. Now. Cream.” 


I have to bite down before I let out a scream that would 
tear the entire freaking estate down. I grip the silk sheets 
and starting twerking on his face, involuntarily as the 
reverberations of the ecstasy surge through me, contorting 
my body, making me dance with lust. 


I grind my ass cheeks against his face as my pussy feels like 
it’s opening up, as waves of gushing release squirt all over 
his face, and then I hear him swallowing, gulping, big noises 
that tell me he’s drinking every drop I have to give. 


“I need to see how shiny your ass gets with your own 
come,” he says. 


“Follow—your—instincts,” I moan through the pulsations of 
the orgasm. 


“My virgin fucking queen,” he growls. 


I turn my gaze just in time to see him suck in a giant 
mouthful of my squirting release and paint it onto my ass 
cheeks. He smooths the warm liquid across my skin, gazing 
at it like a master sculptor working on his magnum opus, 
his eyes wide in fascinated desire. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “Jesus. I want to be a gentleman. I want 
to lie you on your back and treat you like the queen you are. 
But seeing your ass like that, I need to fucking pound you. I 
need to stare at that ass as I pound into that tight virgin 
pussy.” 


“Do it,” I cry as the last of the orgasm vibrates out of me. 
“Oh, God. Do it.” 


He stands up to his full height, looking like a predator 
rearing onto his hind legs, and then tears down his pants 
with one savage movement of his hand. 


My mouth falls open as my eyes drink in the size of him. 


Eleven inches of rock hard flesh bobs up and down. A dollop 
of precome glistens on the end of his cock, and his balls look 
big, heavy, like they’re swimming with his seed and he’s just 
barely holding himself back. 


Veins pulse up and down his length urgently. 


“T’ve waited forty-two years for this,” he says, voice 
catching with his effort to get the words out. “And it was 
worth every second. Jesus. Look at that eighteen year old 
virgin pussy. Beg me to fuck you, Anna. Beg me to fuck you 
hard. Now.” 


“Please,” I beg, wanting to beg, needing to beg. To please 
him. My pussy sizzles in anticipation. “Artem. I need you. I 
fucking need you, baby.” 


He strokes his hand down his cock, spreading the shining 
precome, and then guides his mammoth head to my ass 
cheeks and strokes it over them, smearing me with my 
come and his now, all mixing together warmly. 


“Back it up,” he moans, forcing each word out through his 
twisted lips, voice filled with animal desire. “Back that 
fucking pussy onto my cock. Do it slowly. Do it now.” 


I lean back, whimpering as the head of his cock slides down 
and parts the lips of my hole, brushing them aside as I lean 
even further back. 


He stares down as his cock slowly, temptingly sliding inside 
of me, inch by blistering inch. 


He slides his hands over my ass and then up my back, 
curling one hand through my hair and placing the other on 
my shoulder. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “I can’t hold myself back anymore. I’m 
just a fucking beast, Anna. When you strip it all away, I’m a 
fucking animal. And it’s time I let it out, after all these 
years. It’s time I fucked you like the fucking feral bastard I 
am.” 


“Ah,” I cry, when he pushes himself in the rest of the way. 


My tight pussy clings onto his cock as he holds himself 
inside of me. 


I feel a prick of sweet pain deep inside of me, right at the 
end of his length, and as the seconds lengthen my heart 
starts to hammer at the back of my throat. 


Anxiety surges through me. 
Oh no. 

Oh God no. 

He’s too big. 


Artem must sense this flickering trepidation inside of me, 
because he begins to rock back and forth slowly, pushing in 
and then out of me in small movements. 


I feel my body responding, my womb sending soothing 
motions through every one of my nerves, waves of 
relaxation washing through me as his manhood presses 
against the walls of my pussy. 


I feel something burst inside of me, like an overripe fruit 
gushing out its sweet promise. 


And then the stinging sensation is pushed aside by the most 
capturing feeling I’ve ever experienced, an all-body surge 


of euphoria that causes me to open my mouth and let outa 
shivering moan. 


“Oh. Fuck. Oh-my-fucking-God.” 


My words come out in a rush as Artem slides his blistering 
length out of me and then pommels it back in, his hard abs 
smashing into my ass cheeks and pressing them flat. 


I grip the sheets and start to bounce with his movements, 
his fingers dragging across my scalp, a buzzing sensation 
that adds to the swirling mass of pleasure. 


I bounce and let out a moan, the wetness of our colliding 
bodies filling the room with its vivid sound. 


I look over my shoulder and see that Artem’s face is 
contorted in lust, his lips twisted to the side, the same 
glimmer of curiosity and fascination in his eyes that I feel 
deep inside of me as I sink into this utterly new, utterly 
wonderful pleasure. 


We’re doing this together. 
I’m taking his virginity. 
And he’s taking mine. 


That thought propels me into a land of confidence, where I 
don’t feel foolish for bouncing even harder up and down his 
cock, savoring the sensation of his thickness pushing 
against my pussy, bulging outwards as he slams into me 
with each motion. 


We guide each other. 


We flow into it together, finding a rhythm that best suits 
both of us. 


We smash our bodies together and inside of me I hear my 
womb crying out in want, begging for his seed. I imagine 


her with her hands aimed at the sky, screaming for it to 
rain, to rain his hot come, for it to spread through me and 
touch every part of me. 


“You're getting tighter,” Artem snarls, pushing the words 
out. “Fucking—come, Anna. Come now because I can’t 
fucking hold on any—" 


We both make animal noises at the same time, the collision 
of our bodies becoming a natural motion, like gravity, 
something neither of us could stop now even if we wanted 
to. 


My attention spears to the orgasm bubbling up at the very 
top of my pussy, a ball of hot pleasure just waiting to be 
released. 


And then it all gushes out of me and I press my legs 
together, squeezing onto his cock, wanting to feel every 
quiver inside of him. I can feel his veins pulsing as my 
orgasm makes me scream, scream as loud as I fucking can. 


Because in this moment I’m not invisible. 

I’m not the nobody. 

I’m not the shy girl or the ignored girl or the too-curvy girl. 
And I’m definitely not a virgin. 

No, I’m Artem Elgort’s woman. 

I’m the one who belongs to him. 

And him to me. 


And my orgasm is like a crescendo as he tugs at my hair 
and I throw my head back and howl like a madwoman. 


I’m mad, yes, yes, I’m mad with the lust swarming through 
me. 


Artem growls like a beast as his body collapses forward, his 
muscular torso lying flat against mine, both of us gasping in 
frantic breaths as his cock shoots load after load of his seed 
inside of me. 


I feel him, pumping, firing. 


I feel his seed swimming deep inside of me and finding my 
womb. 


And as the first seed finds its home, a kissing shiver clatters 
through me. 


Goosebumps prick my neck, my throat, my everything. 


“T can feel you,” I gasp, reaching up and grabbing his face, 
moving so that we’re cheek to cheek, his growling breaths 
painting me in fiery heat. “I can feel our babies, Artem. Oh, 
God. Can you?” 


“Of course I fucking can,” he says, kissing my neck, biting 
me softly. “It’s the best feeling in the goddamn world.” 


CHAPTER SIX 


A rtem 


The next morning, I sit in the kitchen with Rocky bounding 
around at my feet, his tongue lolling happily out of his 
mouth. I glance down at him and can’t help but smirk, 
feeling sex-sore for the first time in my life. 


When I told Anna, I thought she might laugh. 
Or flat-out refuse to believe me. 


It’s true. I’ve had an absurd number of women try to throw 
themselves at my feet over my long years as king of kings, 
but they’ve never stirred anything interest in me, never 
made me care. 


They were never her. 


I look up at Anna as she walks into the room, piling her dark 
hair atop her head artfully, so sexy and womanly with her 
movements, her bathrobe showing a slice of chest that has 
my balls aching and willing me to take her, take her right 
now. 


“You're lucky Rocky’s here,” I tell her. 


She giggles and kneels down to rub Rocky behind his ears, 
and then glances at the second coffee mug on the counter. 


“Wait a second, Artem Elgort, you didn’t actually make me 
coffee, did you?” 


I chuckle, feeling more carefree than I have in my entire 
life. 


I wonder if this is what childhood feels like, full of hope for 
the future. I wouldn’t know. 


“T might not be a soon-to-be-Michelin-star chef like you, 
Anna, but believe it or not, I know how to work the coffee 
machine. Shall we drink these in the garden? It’s a nice 
morning and I don’t have to leave for work for an hour yet.” 


A strange smile touches her lips as she stares at me with 
her bright blue eyes. 


“What?” I say, looking back at her. 
“What?” she echoes, cutely dancing across the kitchen. 
“You're ... looking at me.” 


“Hmm, and is that a crime now?” She giggles, resting her 
chin in her hands as she leans on the counter, giving me a 
glimpse of her breasts that makes me want to suck them 
until they’re red-raw. “It’s just this is so crazy. I woke up 
thinking it might be a dream. I mean, it feels so right, you 
know? But at the same time I’m scared that I’ll wake up and 
be back there, back in that... that hell, being sold.” 


“Sold,” I say, nodding. “Nobody should be treated like that. 
Come on, let’s go outside. We’ll drink our coffee in the sun 
and let Rocky run around. Things will seem better with a 
little caffeine.” 


We walk out to the deck furniture together, the sun cresting 
the horizon and bathing the grounds in bright, hopeful 
yellow. We sit around the oak table and lay our coffee down, 
Anna folding one leg over the other, her thighs pale and 
creamy, making me imagine grabbing them and leaving my 
beast’s paw-print on her flesh. 


Anna meets my eye and then rolls hers, smiling so that two 
endearing dimples open up in her cheeks. 


“You’re insatiable,” she says. “How many times did we do it 
yesterday, huh, and you still want more?” 


“Four,” I growl. “And yes, I do. And so do you.” 
“Guilty,” she whispers, blushing only a little. 


We both sip our coffee and watch as Rocky sprints straight 
for the fountain, probably attracted to the bobbing stone 
ornaments that skim across the surface, propelled by 
invisible strings that keep them afloat. 


“T think he’s going to jump in there,” Anna notes. 
I laugh grimly. 

“T think you might be—” 

Splash. 


Water flies into the air and flares in droplets as Rocky clears 
the stone lip of the fountain and ends up in the water. I 
watch him carefully, making sure he can swim, and then 
turn back to Anna when I see that, not only can he swim, 
but he could join the goddamned Olympics. 


“Artem,” Anna whispers, watching Rocky but talking to me. 
a Yes? 1 


“Who are you?” 


I smirk, the question is so broad, but then she turns to me 
and I see the seriousness of her expression. 


“I mean, I know who you are, on paper. I know that you’re 
Artem Elgort, leader of the Bratva. But up until yesterday, I 
thought you might be - could be - a bad man. Or a cut-and- 
dry criminal. But now I’ve seen this other side of you, and it 
just confuses the hell out of me.” 


“Do you really want to know who I am?” I say, voice low, 
mind swimming as I wonder if I’m really going to tell her, 
show her. 


“Of course,” she whispers. 


I sigh and stand up, feeling like a small child again all of a 
sudden, as though these last twenty-something years never 
happened, as though I’m still a small scared boy waiting for 
the whip. 


I turn and pull my T-shirt over my head. 
Behind me, Anna draws in a gasp. 
I know what she can see. 


Rows and rows of lash marks, scars layered upon each 
other from my unconventional, fucked-up childhood. 


“I was born in one of the most evil places in the world,” I 
tell her, my voice sounding dead and emotionless. Perhaps 
that’s the only way to deal with something like this. “In a 
cold, distant place in Russia, that’s where I was born, in a 
gulag that never stopped. My mother died in childbirth and 
my father died before I was born, and I was raised as a 
slave to a sect of fucked-up zealots who thought the world 
was going to end and that we, their slaves, were put here to 
serve them in any way they pleased. 


“When I was fifteen years old, I led a rebellion. | 
slaughtered those who needed slaughtering. I left. I came 
here. I took over the Bratva and I made something of 
myself. I’ve tried to be a good man since then, but... I try, 
Anna, I really fucking try.” 


I hear the tremble in my voice as I turn back around, 
grabbing my T-shirt and pulling it on, sitting down and 
watching as Rocky leaps from the fountain and starts 
circling it, frantically sniffing the ground. 


“T’ve never told anyone that before,” I say, heaving a sigh. 


Anna stands and moves to my chair, sliding down into my 
lap, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and bringing 
her face close to mine. We end up forehead to forehead, 
staring directly into each other. 


“I’m so sorry,” she whispers, smoothing her hands through 
my hair, down the back of my neck, the feeling pleasant, 
right. “That’s awful. But you survived, Artem. You survived.” 


“So did you,” I growl with passion, hugging her tight to me. 
“Perhaps that’s another reason I feel so close to you. You 
haven't had it easy, either.” 


“I hardly think you can compare growing up in an 
orphanage and being the high school loser with what you 
lived through,” she says. 


“Why not?” I growl. “Everyone has their struggles. I only 
told you mine because I don’t want there to be any secrets 
between us, ever.” 


“In that case, you should know that my parents were 
junkies. Junkies who OD’d. It’s all very pedestrian compared 
with your struggles, Artem, but there it is.” 


“You’re brave,” I tell her, kissing her lips softly. “You’ve 
been a Bratva warrior-queen your whole damn life, Anna. 
You’ve just never had a chance to let it show before.” 


She hugs me closer to her and I do the same, savoring the 
warmth of her, feeling like a giant invisible boot has been 
finally lifted from my neck. 


All my life, I’ve lived with the weight of the past, pressing 
down on me, making me feel like that scared little boy living 
in the dark. 


But now, with Anna, I can let it go. 
I can let it go and just... just fucking be. 


“That was why I hated that fucking auction,” I say. “That 
was why I had to have you. I wish I could’ve done more. I 
wish I could have freed all those women. But life isn’t 
simple. Especially my life. It’s so complicated, sometimes, 
trying to do the right thing when you’re surrounded by 
snakes.” 


“You’re a good man, Artem,” she whispers. “I won’t hear 
any different.” 


“T try to be,” I say. “Anyway, enough of this depressing shit. 
I’m taking you out tonight. You’re my woman now and I’ve 
finally got the free time to treat you like it. I’m arranging 
the date of your dreams. I’m even picking out a special 
outfit for you.” 


“And do I get to know what any of this entails, hmm?” 
“Absolutely not,” I smirk. 
“Ooh, mysterious.” 


“Humor me,” I laugh, kissing her at the corner of the 
mouth. 


If I kissed her properly, I’d lose control, our bodies would 
slide effortlessly into the lustful patterns they made last 
night. 


Because this woman is just too perfect. 
And she’s mine. 
All mine. 


She’s the only person in the world who knows who I really 
am. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


A cia 


I spend the day with Rocky in the garden, reading on the 
Kindle that was waiting for me in my bedroom when I got 
back from breakfast. Last yesterday - between frantic 
lovemaking sessions - I’d offhandedly mentioned to Artem 
that I’d lost my Kindle during the kidnapping. 


It all felt so strange, discussing the kidnapping and not 
feeling the same whelm of fear I’d felt while it was actually 
happening. But with Artem’s thick arms wrapped around 
me, I found that I didn’t have to be afraid as I was once 
convinced I did. 


I lose myself in the story like I used to in high school, hiding 
in the world of words because the real world was too much 
to take. But this is different. I’m not hiding this time. I’m 
willingly throwing myself into the escapism, feeling relaxed 
and calm. 


Artem’s childhood origins nibble at the edges of my 
consciousness, my belly dropping every time I think about 
what he had to endure, the hell he went through. 


A gentleman is ushered in by the guards in the evening. 


He must be around sixty-five and has a proud crown of grey 
hair, wears a comfortable sweater despite the heat, and 
sports a warm smile. He tells me he’s the dog-sitter, here to 
take care of Rocky while Artem and I go on our date. 


“Mr. Elgort asked me to tell you that the code word is 
chicken salad, and said you’d know what that meant. As 
proof, you see, that Iam who I say I am.” 


I smile slyly. 
Chicken salad. 


Is that going to become our secret language for sex or 
something, since chicken salad is what I was making him 
before we got swept away with our lust and our 
irrepressible desire for each other? 


“Yes, that’s fine,” I say. “Please take good care of Rocky.” 


“Pm the most qualified dog-sitter in the city,’ the man says 
proudly. “Your boy is safe with me. Don’t worry.” 


I kneel down next to Rocky in the garden as the limo waits 
out front of the estate, ready to whisk me away to our date. 
Artem left instructions for me to wear whatever I want to 
the venue, since he has my outfit waiting there for me. 


My mind swirls with possibilities. 
Satin? 

Lingerie? 

A flattering dress? 


Where are we going? What sort of game is he playing? 


“You be a good boy, Rocky,” I tell him, giving him a tickle 
under the chin. “Mommy and Daddy are having a date night 
and...” 


I trail off, a smile tweaking the corners of my lips. 
Mommy and Daddy. 

The words felt so natural. 

They felt like they belong. 


I stand up and let my hand fall across my belly, pressing 
down firmly and feeling the warmth of my sweaty palm 
through my T-shirt and against my skin. 


I’m sure I can feel my womb swelling in there, a child 
growing, life beginning. 


My life, Artem’s life, our lives. 


Together. 


I sit in the back of the limo and let my head fall back on the 
head rest, still unable to believe that this is real, that this is 
my life. 


A car follows behind us. The guards, keeping me safe, 
making sure that whoever kidnapped me isn’t going to 
return. 


Except, why would they? Artem bought me. 
He bought me. 


I find that, ever since Artem and I realized how much we 
care about each other, I just can’t bring myself to care 
about that as I should. Even before I knew how much he 


meant to me, it was difficult, but now it has entered the 
realm of the impossible. 


The limo drives us right to the heart of the city, to the 
uptown section with sleek roads with not a single crack in 
the sidewalk, the buildings all towers with glistening metal 
or stylish red brick facades. 


I’m led into the back of a restaurant by a suited host who 
wears a thin brown mustache and a fancy British accent. 


“This way, ma’am,” he says, waving me deeper into the 
building. 


My curiosity is doing backflips as he leads me, not into a 
changing room or the restaurant like I expected, but into a 
kitchen of metal and style and size. It’s the sort of kitchen I 
used to close my eyes and dream of cooking in as a kid. 


I walk around it as the host leaves me - with a stiff bow - 
and catch sight of myself in the reflection of the polished 
refrigerator. 


I’m wearing a pair of faded blue jeans and a baggy pink T- 
shirt, with a bag slung over my shoulder, empty, ready to 
stow these clothes when this mysterious outfit is finally 
presented to me. 


I turn at the sound of the door opening behind me. 


Artem strides in, clad in a silver suit, the same shade as the 
sleek metal surfaces. The corners of his lips twitch and 
there’s a new light in his eyes, hinting at a playfulness that 
was never there before, our rapport blossoming so that we 
cover ground in days most people take years to achieve. 


But that’s what happens when you find the one. 
It just fits. 


“You made it,” he says, that same playful smirk on his lips. 
“What are you grinning at?” 


“T’ll have you know a Bratva boss doesn’t grin,” he says, 
striding across the room and standing close to me, and even 
if he doesn’t want to admit it, there’s definitely an impish 
quality about him. 


He’s like the giant bear who, after long months spent 
hunting and eating, finally gets to settle into his cave, his 
home. 


His warm, safe place of belonging. 

And that’s me. 

I’m where he belongs. 

“Still,” I say. “You’re making me very suspicious, Artem.” 
“T said I’d choose you an outfit.” 

NOS ae. 

“Well, follow me.” 


He walks to one end of the kitchen and opens a pantry. I 
follow behind him, my eyes moving over the broadness of 
his back all by themselves, unable to stop consuming him 
for even a moment. 


I feel my body fluttering and surging with hormones as my 
eyes drink him in, as my body screams at me, demanding to 
know why I’m not taking him, every hot inch of him, right 
this second. 


He walks into the pantry and then steps out a moment later, 
holding a chef’s outfit in his hand, complete with the classic 
hat. 


“Are you kidding me right now?” I say, a giggle escaping 
me. “This is my special outfit?” 


“Yep,” he chuckles. “I know that cooking is your passion. I 
can see that every time you so much as talk about it. So I 
thought to myself ... well, why not do something 
unconventional? Neither of us has been conventional up 
until now, have we? I thought we’d cook our own dinner. I 
must warn you, though, I’m not much of a chef.” 


I stare at him as fireworks erupt in my chest and a smile 
spreads warmly across my face. 


Of all the places I thought that sordid, horrid night could 
lead, I never dreamed here, this perfection. 


His expression shifts. 
“Or is that just ridiculously fucking lame?” he mutters. 


“No,” I say quickly, throwing myself forward. “It’s an 
amazing idea. It’s perfect. It’s so us, you’re right.” 


“T never thought I’d have an us,” he muses. “But I like the 
sound of that. Okay, so you better get changed.” 


“What about you?” 


He winks. “I’m just your student, Anna. You’re the chef 
here.” 


“Ts there anywhere for me to...” 


“Don’t worry,” he says, clearly loving this, the cocky 
handsome magnetic man. “We’re not going to be 
interrupted, if that’s what you’re worried about. Feel free to 
get changed here.” 


“With you watching me like a pervert? Leering?” 


“Yes,” he growls. “With me watching you. II try to keep the 
leering to a minimum, though.” 


I laugh and snatch the outfit from him, holding it by the 
hanger, and then skip over to the refrigerator and open it. 
The industrial-strength air blasts me coolly, but the door 
serves as a makeshift modesty-saver. 


“Wow,” Artem laughs grimly. “Is that really the game you’re 
going to play? You really think I’m that much of an animal 
that if I see you getting changed, I'll lose control and fuck 
you here? You think IIl be forced - by my own desire - to 
suck on those nipples of yours and imagine that milk is 
pouring out? To make you cream and shiver for me just by 
sucking on your nipples, eh?” 


Shiver upon shiver is already moving through me at his 
words, my lust like a stick of dynamite that’s always lit, 
always ready to explode, when Artem is around. 


“That’s not fair,” I say, pulling my T-shirt over my head and 
letting it drop onto the floor. “You can’t tease me.” 


I hear the clip of his shoes against the floor as he hunts 
closer to the refrigerator. 


“What’s not fair is that I can see your clothes under the 
door,” he says. “What’s not fair is that you’re teasing me 
and I can’t even remember why we’re here, now that you’re 
being so fucking playful. What’s not fair is that it took me 
forty-two years to find you.” 


“Well, it sort of wouldn’t have worked before, would it?” I 
tease. 


He laughs. “Yeah, you’ve got me there. I needed a woman. 
And you’re all woman.” 


I unclip my bra and let it drop. Just beyond the door, Artem 
makes a shivering growling noise that lets me know that 
he’s seen it. 


“Can you please explain to me why you need to take your 
bra off to wear a chef’s outfit?” he asks, his voice tight as 
though every nerve in him is willing him to tear the door off 
its hinges. 


“I don’t,” I say. “But I do need to drive you crazy, and it 
seems to be working.” 


“So you want to take control now, Anna? Is that it?” 
My heart pounds. 


My world - my old life, the person I used to be - screams at 
me to stop, to let him be in control, to not embarrass myself. 
The old Anna never would’ve thought of doing something 
like this, of presuming she was sexy enough to lead this sort 
of show. 


And yet here I am, embracing my sexuality, embracing the 
effect I’m having on Artem. 


“Yes,” I tell him. “I want to be in charge.” 


A rumbling noise from the back of his throat, a savage’s 
snarl escapes him. 


“Jesus,” he growls. “Why the fuck is that so attractive? 
Okay, my Bratva queen, you’re in charge. What do you want 
me to do?” 


A thrill catapults through me. 
I’m in charge. 
But how should I play this? 


Yesterday, Artem was in charge every step of the way. 


Each time our bodies came together in sizzling lust, he was 
the one who led the dance, who bent me over and took me 
raw, or who guided me onto my back and pushed my 
breasts together as he hammered into me. 


“Start cutting some peppers, please,” I say. “I feel like 
something spicy. I think we’ll make fajitas.” 


“That wasn’t what I was expecting, I’ll admit.” 
“T’m the head chef, remember?” 


“Then your wish is my command. Now, where exactly would 
an esteemed, obedient gentleman like myself find 
peppers?” 


I giggle, mind returning to last night again, when he was 
the furthest thing from esteemed and obedient as it’s 
possible to get. 


I remember the second time we had sex, after we’d 
recovered from him bending me over, when he told me, “I 
need to see those luscious fucking tits, Anna. I'll die if I 
don’t.” 


I gasped when he tore down my shirt to reveal my breasts, 
and then my nipples started to tingle and dance with 
sensation as he dedicated himself to sucking them. 


“What’s funny?” he asks. 


“You,” I say. “Pretending to be a gentleman. You know what, 
Artem? Are you sure nobody’s going to interrupt us?” 


“T’ve given strict orders,” he says. “And they tend to be 
obeyed.” 


“Fine, then,” I say. “Then forget the fucking peppers. What I 
really want is for you to stand there fully clothed, but with 
your cock out, you know, between the zipper. I want you 


there handsome as fuck in your suit but stroking your cock 
at the same time. I want to be naked, just me, like I’m your 
plaything, like you’re so busy you don’t even have time to 
take your suit off. That’s what I want.” 


I stop, breathless, ears burning red as embarrassment tries 
to niggle at me. 


I’ve never allowed myself to explore my sexuality in such 
detail, even to myself. 


I’m stunned by my own desire, by my capacity to outline it, 
to breathe life into it. I’m stunned by how badly I want to 
lose myself in this exploration, with him, only him, forever. 


“Your wish...” 


I hear the zzz of his zipper and then the fleshy sound of his 
palm against his manhood, and I know he must already be 
slick with precome if it’s making that sound. 


My sex gets tight and hot as I wriggle out of my jeans and 
my panties, standing naked on the other side of the 
refrigerator door, glad for the cold now so that I don’t 
overheat under the weight of this moment. 


“Are you doing it?” I whisper. 

“Yes,” he snarls. 

“Can you...” 

I trail off. 

“Don’t get shy on me now,” he says. 


“Can you tell me?” I whisper. “Can you describe what you’re 
doing, what you’re thinking?” 


“Tf it’s what you want, then yes, yes I fucking can. You’re a 
queen, Anna. Just because those idiots in high school never 


noticed it, just because the world was blind to it before I 
laid my eyes on you, never forget that.” 


Thrill after thrill courses through me, combining with the 
lust to make an intoxicating combination. 


“I’m thinking about treating you like my plaything, because 
even if you’re a queen, you’re still mine. I’m thinking about 
how tight and hot your pussy is. I’m thinking about how 
beautifully tangy it tastes. I’m thinking a thousand things 
and each of them involve you naked and gasping and 
squirting all over my fucking cock.” 


“What do you want me to do?” I whisper. “I’m naked now.” 


“Oh no,” he growls. “You said you wanted to be in charge, 
so I’m not letting you off the hook that easily. What do you 
want to do, my queen?” 


I imagine approaching the version of me who blindly walked 
into that so-called interview a few weeks ago, thinking she 
was going to get a job, and then ended up in the back of a 
van with the certainty that she was going to die implanted 
like a virus in her mind. 


I imagine telling that version of myself that, actually, it was 
the best thing that could ever happen to her. In the long 
run, it would lead her to the path that would actually make 
her happy, truly happy, for the first time in her - my - life. 


Would I have believed it? 
The answer is definitely no. 
And yet it’s the truth. 


“T want to be your plaything,” I whisper. “I want to do what 
you tell me to do. That’s the truth. But you have to keep the 
suit on.” 


There’s something about the suit that drives me crazy. 
It’s the power. 
It’s the - the what? - the prestige. 


It’s the symbolism of knowing that this man is more 
powerful and influential and more of a protector than every 
stupid, silly boy in high school combined. All those jocks 
who think they are God’s gift to women, they’d shiver like 
cowards standing in a meeting in front of my seven foot 
giant bear of a man, dressed in the armor of his suit. 


He makes another rumbling noise, a volcano on the verge of 
a cataclysmic explosion. 


Then he says, “Get out here, then. Now. I need to see you 
naked.” 


I walk out from behind the door and then close it, standing 
under the stark yellow light and staring at my man, at the 
iron in his hair and the fire in his dark brown eyes. 


His cock is so huge it strains the zipper, the teeth trying to 
snap free as he strokes it up and down, the only part of him 
revealed. 


Everything else is kick-ass, take-names,  try-me- 
motherfucker suited steel. 


“Go and lie on the table there,” he growls, nodding at the 
sleek metal table, free of chopping boards and tools at the 
moment. 


Empty. 
Large. 
Large enough for... for everything we want - need - to do. 


“You know that’s sacrilege for an aspiring chef, right?” 


He smirks, squeezing his manhood harder, an appetizing 
drop of precome sliding free and falling to the floor like 
warm rain. 


“It wasn’t a question,” he snarls. 


A sultry trembling sensation moves through me at the tone 
of his voice, my eyes fixated on his searing eyes and then 
the bulk of his cock. 


I do as he says, sitting on the table and then lying back, the 
cool metal pricking my skin. 


“Now open your legs and look at me between them.” 


I place my feet on the edge of the table, wincing at the 
position, but the look Artem gives me makes it worth it. He 
stalks closer, his eyes fixated on my hole, his lips trembling 
as he drinks in the sight of me. 


“Now stay there,” he says, abruptly turning away. 


He goes to the refrigerator, opens it, and then reaches 
inside. When he reappears, he’s holding a can of whipped 
cream and has a devilish smirk on his face. 


“You’ve got to be kidding me—” 


Moving with the speed of a viper, he squirts the cream all 
over me, from my neck down to my sex, over my thighs, 
dripping down and coating me and already starting to melt 
against the lust-hot surface of my skin. 


“This is what I want,” he snarls, leaning forward. “I want to 
taste you. Every fucking part of you. I want to clean you 
with my tongue.” 


I gasp as he makes good on his promise, any thoughts of 
laughter forgotten. His lips suck at my neck and then move 
down my body, smearing the cream over my breasts as he 


pushes them together, one hand still stroking his cock, 
pumping madly now, a tight fist around the engorged mass 
of it. 


He works his way down to my thighs and licks me from my 
soaked pussy to my knees and back again, and then, with 
the cream smeared and layered lightly over me, he steps 
back, fist pumping, faster, harder. 


“Now,” he growls, clearly struggling to get the words out. 
“Now, Anna, I want you to do something for me. I want you 
to cream and orgasm the second I shove my cock inside of 
you. Do you understand?” 


“Yes,” I moan, hoping I can do it, my hole tingling in 
anticipation. 


“Rub your clit,” he commands. “Get yourself ready for me.” 
“Yes, sir,” I whisper. 

“Sir,” he snarls. “I fucking like the sound of that.” 

I reach down and touch my clit— 

But then Artem loses control. 


He pushes forward and, in one fluid motion, he slides his 
cock deep inside of me. 


He pushes right up to his zipper, my suited giant staring 
down at me, his jaws tight, his eyes widening as he holds 
himself deep inside of me. 


And then, unbelievably, I feel my pussy starting to flutter 
and open and close, and a swirling mass of pleasure whirls 
around my belly and then - and then... 


Fuck, fuck, fuck. 


He doesn’t move. 


He doesn’t thrust. 


And yet somehow just having him buried zipper-deep inside 
of me and staring up at him, at my handsome, devastating 
man in his sleek steel suit, it causes an overflowing tempest 
of lust to gush out of me, a creaming orgasm that whips 
down his cock and squirts all over his balls. 


We both stare down as the cream starts to gush over the 
surface and drip over the edge. 


Then he leans down and brings his lips to mine. We drink 
each other in as though we'll die of thirst without each 
other’s taste. I feel him wilting inside of me as the last 
moments of my orgasm pulse out of me. 


And then I smile through the kiss and I feel him smirking, 
our lips mirroring each other, and for long moments we just 
stay like that, floating in perfection. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


A rtem 


“Okay, are we going to cook now?” Anna sasses as she dons 
her chef’s hat, having cleaned up now, aiming a glorious 
smile at me. 


It’s the sort of smile I can easily imagine her aiming at our 
children, her whole face lighting up under its illumination. 
Her blue eyes sparkling as she struts over to the work 
surface in her full get-up. 


The scent of our sex lingers in the air, and as I breathe it in 
deeply - savoring it, reliving the memory of her tightness 
and her eagerness and her beautiful confidence - I just 
know that she’s pregnant. 


This was it. 
I’ve put a baby in her. 
The certainty is deafening inside of me. 


“I’m at your command,” I say. “Just try to be a little less 
sexy, okay?” 


She rolls her eyes, her cheeks shimmering nervous carmine 
for a moment. 


“Jesus, do you have any idea how intoxicating that is, 
Anna?” 


“What?” she says, glancing at me as she takes the chopping 
board and brings it front and center. 


“The way you go from ready to take on the world one 
second to intensely human and vulnerable the next. There’s 
something so—Jesus, Anna. I’ve never been a wordsmith. 
I’ve used words as weapons. In business, words can 
crumple men just as easily as bullets. But this is not the 
same. I’m trying to appreciate something, somebody, you. 
Not tear something down. But it’s just so beautifully, 
amazingly human, this thing we have.” 


“T agree,” she whispers. “And there you go, huh? I’m even 
less of a wordsmith than you. Now, please, you wild freaking 
caveman, will you pass me the peppers?” 


I laugh darkly and fetch the peppers, my body feeling light 
and airy in a way it never has before. 


There’s something swirling around inside of me, something 


Love. 


For a moment, I just stand there, staring as Anna starts to 
lay out the peppers on the chopping board. 


The notion that I could be in love is instinctively absurd to 
me. 


I remember a small, broken boy huddling in the dark, 
gnawing on a piece of bread and wondering if tomorrow 
he’d even get that much. I remember a boy - a boy who 


would one day miraculously grow to seven feet tall - who 
knew that love was not for him, not ever. 


He had to make himself hard. 
He had to make himself cold. 


But now, as I stare at Anna, I feel it flushing through me like 
a tonic. 


“Anna,” I whisper. 


“Hmm?” she says, half turning her head as she begins to 
chop the peppers, consumed with the subtle delicacy of her 
work. 


“Do you think our childhoods ruined us at all?” 


Cult, that’s the sound her knife makes on the chopping 
board. And then she lays it aside, facing me fully, her 
eyebrows knitted in concern. 


“What do you mean?” 


I move close to her and smooth a strand of shiny dark hair 
from her forehead, tucking it behind her ear. It feels 
physically impossible that it was only a week ago I laid eyes 
on this woman, and only yesterday that I declared that she’s 
mine. 


It feels like a thousand years, an eternity. 


The notion that I was ever without Anna seems like a 
twisted fucking joke. And I’m not laughing. 


“I mean that other people, they seem to develop, I don’t 
know...” 


“Feelings?” Anna says, eyebrow cocked in curiosity now. 
“The general tools that most people seem to have to handle 
human-to-human interactions?” 


I smirk. “ Yeah, exactly.” 
She moves close and places her hands on my shoulders. 


“T used to think that. When I was a little girl, I was so used 
to being abandoned. My parents died shortly after I was 
born. Nobody seemed to care about me. When I was really 
young, I played this game, the ghost game, where I’d see 
how long I could go without anybody looking at me or 
speaking to me. Where can love fit into a world like that, 
right? But...” 


“But what?” I ask, when she trails off, eyes becoming glassy. 


“But then I met you,” she whispers, a note of shyness in her 
voice. “I met you and everything changed. I know it sounds 
crazy, Artem. Or maybe it won’t to you. But to other people 
it would. People who don’t feel what we feel. But the second 
you said you were claiming me, I felt it. I felt like all my life 
had been leading up to that moment. And it just clicked into 
place. So what if you bought me? So what if we are about as 
unconventional as it’s possible to get? I knew right then 
that I could give my childhood a big fat middle finger, that it 
didn’t have to rule over me anymore. Now, are you going to 
help me with these peppers or am I going to give more lofty 
speeches in my frankly ridiculous getup?” 


“T think you look—” 
She raises her finger to my lips, pressing softly. 


“Nah uh, beast man,” she says. “You’re not allowed to tell 
me how I look until after dinner now. Because I know how 
last time turned out.” 


I bare my teeth in a wolf’s grin and pick up a knife of my 
own. “Fair enough, princess.” 


Side by side, my woman and I chop the peppers. I’m not 
much ofa chef, but there’s something peaceful in the steady 
movements. 


More than that, there’s something special about watching 
Anna as she goes about preparing the meal. There’s a 
simple joy in her eyes that fills me with warmth and hope 
for our future. 


I watch as she handles the chicken, such a simple thing, and 
yet as I stare with my love-filled eyes my mind mentally fills 
the room with an entire staff, all at her command. I imagine 
her cheeks blustery and red from the heat of a busy 
kitchen, the sounds of the restaurant coming in through the 
door as waiters come and go. 


I imagine my Bratva queen shouting orders. 


I hear the urgency in her voice, the same urgency she’ll 
bring to motherhood, a she-bear ready to defend her brood 
by any means necessary. 


“What are you thinking about?” she asks, tossing me a 
wink. “And it better not be anything about how absolutely 
stupid I look in this outfit. Because I’m actually starting to 
like it. Ignore what I said before. It’s not ridiculous. It’s 
magnificent.” 


“Its actually the opposite,” I tell her, chuckling. “I think it 
suits you perfectly.” 
Say it. 


Say it, man. You’ve faced down countless men. You’ve 
fought. You’ve led a rebellion out of the most fucked-up cult 
imaginable. 


“T was thinking of you running your own restaurant. I was 
imagining how powerful you'd look.” 


“Powerful, hmm? I think I like the sound of that.” 
“Powerful,” I growl. “And Anna.” 
“Yes?” she whimpers. 


Her eyes grow wider and I can tell she knows I’m about to 
say something important, maybe something foolish. 


But I don’t care. 


I’ve spent too many of my forty-two years denying my 
feelings, hardening myself so that I can handle the business 
that’s necessary in my line of work. In the early days, it was 
fists and grit and strength. Now, there are other means, but 
that doesn’t change the fact that with Anna, for the first 
time in my life, I can finally fucking feel. 


“T need to tell you something and—” 
Suddenly, my cell phone blares from my pocket. 


I’d ignore it except it’s the ringtone I use specifically for my 
network of guards. 


“Shit,” I mutter. “Sorry, Anna.” 
“Tt’s fine,” she says. “Really.” 


I sigh and take out my cell phone, answering it and hoping 
that it’s something quick. 


“Yes?” 


“Hello, Artem,” a male voice says, sounding extremely 
pleased with himself, his voice a gleeful sadist’s tenor. “You 
won’t guess who I’m with right now.” 


It’s Emilio’s voice, Emilio’s goddamned voice. My rival. The 
leader of the Italian mafia. The bastard who got offended 


because I wouldn’t hang around at a slave auction and 
pretend to be his best friend. 


I tighten my grip on the phone, my sigh a feral tremble. 


Then I check the screen display and see that he’s calling 
from Gavrie’s cellphone. 


“Is my second alive?” I ask, keeping my voice calm even as 
anxiety hammers through me. 


Anna looks up, her lips suddenly pursed, her expression 
pensive. 


“Oh, yes,” Emilio says. “Unfortunately, we couldn’t get our 
hands on any of your men. They’re very well insulated. 
Getting my hands on his phone was another matter, though, 
because he fucking dropped it. Imagine that? Dropping 
your phone in his position. It’s lucky we’re having him 
tailed.” 


“So what’s this?” I say. “You’re calling to say hello?” 
You won’t guess who I’m with right now. 
But he’s right. 


All of my men are too well-insulated to fall into Emilio’s 
grasp. There might be fighting, wars, skirmishes, blood, but 
there’s rarely capture. 


“Let’s just say you and your lady friend are going to walk 
out of that restaurant into the street within the next ten 
minutes or something very bad is going to happen.” 


“Vague threats won’t get you anywhere,” I snarl. 
“No,” Emilio sighs. “But a dog named Rocky might.” 


I feel my blood turn cold in my veins. 


“It was easy enough,” Emilio goes on. “We found his 
previous owner and dragged him outside your estate. The 
poor bastard, Artem, you should’ve seen him. Scared out of 
his mind. Dogs, you see, they’re loyal. We could learn 
something from them. When he heard his previous owner’s 
voice, that terrier found a way out and came running. 
They’re very resourceful little fellows.” 


“What’s happening?” Anna whispers. 


“An enemy of mine is saying he has Rocky,” I tell her, 
remembering my promise never to lie, even about the evils 
of the world. “But he has no proof. Just bluster.” 


“Proof?” Emilio laughs. “Fair enough. Wait a second.” 


A moment later, my screen blips and it shows that ‘Gavrie’ 
is requesting a video call. 


I accept and then the screen fills with Rocky’s innocent 
face, his mouth open, tongue lolling. The only sign that 
something’s wrong with him is the rumbling, whining noise 
he makes, far back in his throat. 


“You wouldn’t harm an innocent animal,” I growl. “What 
sort of fucking monster hurts a dog?” 


Emilio turns the camera on himself, smiling his jackal’s 
smile, seeming very fucking proud. 


Beside me, Anna gasps. 


“T don’t want to,” he says. “But if you don’t get out here in - 
let me see - in eight minutes and twenty-two seconds, IIl be 
forced to. And let me tell you, it won’t be quick for the little 
guy.” 


“It’s you,” Anna whimpers. “Oh my God, it’s you.” 


“Ah, so you remember me,” Emilio laughs. “Good little 
whore.” 


“Show some fucking respect when talking to my queen or 
I’ll wring the life from your neck, worm,” I snarl. 


“He’s the one, Artem,” Anna goes on, voice ghostly and 
distant. “He’s the one who kidnapped me.” 


“That’s right,” Emilio grins. “I’m a man of many talents. 
Now get out here before things get nasty. Oh, and if I see a 
single guard, a single fucking one, I’ll send you Rocky in ten 
different parcels.” 


CHAPTER NINE 


A cia 


My heart begins to jackhammer in my chest as I remember 
the look of the man, his gaunt cheeks, his skeletal features 
as he leered at me in the deserted kitchen. The lights were 
low and he was standing in shadows, but it’s definitely him. 


He looks the same. 
And he sounds the same. 


When I walked into that kitchen, he leered and laughed and 
then said, “You stupid fucking whore. What’s the matter 
with you? Get her, fellas.” 


They did, right away. A black bag over my head. Sudden 
darkness and stabbing panic. 


Now I lean against the kitchen counter and let out panting 
breaths, remembering the groaning noises that Rocky was 
making on the phone. His tongue hanging out of his mouth, 
his mouth split into a grimace. I may have only known the 
little dog for a little while, but I don’t think I have it in me to 
let anything happen to him. 


“Artem, what are we going to do?” I whisper. “How long do 
we have left?” 


“About six minutes.” 
“That’s not a lot of time to decide, is it?” 


“No,” he growls. “It’s not. Shit. I could risk it. I could have 
twenty-five men out there right now. But...” 


“But what?” I urge. 


“But Emilio is a psychopath. He killed his father to take over 
the Italian mafia. He’s made a legend of himself as a sadist, 
and a lunatic. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’ll harm 
Rocky. The monster.” 


I drink in the sight of my man, hearing the emotion in his 
voice. I can’t believe he ever thought his childhood stole his 
capacity to care, his capacity to ache for another living 
thing. 


“But if we go out there, I don’t know what will happen to 
us,” he snarls. “I can’t believe he’s the one who kidnapped 
you. He invited me to that auction. I guess he had some sort 
of plan in play. Perhaps buy you and give you as a gift to me, 
the twisted bastard? He didn’t know I'd...” 


You’d what, Artem? 
You'd fall in love with me like I’ve fallen in love with you? 


“We have to go out there,” I say, grabbing my chef’s hat and 
tossing it to the ground. 


I feel tremors cascading through me, trying to cripple me 
with waves of nerves. But then I picture Rocky’s innocent 
face and something hardens inside of me. 


A maternal instinct in me calluses and becomes tough and 
gnarled in a matter of seconds. 


“We can’t let him hurt Rocky.” 
“I agree,” Artem says. “But I can’t let him hurt you, either.” 
“Artem,” I say firmly. “I’m going out there.” 


I spin for the door, fists clenched, remembering that first 
morning when Rocky licked my face to wake me up. It may 
have only been a short time ago, but I’m already starting to 
think of my life in terms of before and after. 


And the moment when Rocky’s happy face greeted me into 
wakefulness definitely belongs in the after segment of my 
life. 


This segment. 
This new beginning. 


I barge into a hallway and start stalking down it, ignoring 
the doubts flurrying around me. 


The time for doubts has passed. 


I picture that jackal’s face, the way his lips peeled back over 
his teeth so that he could leer at me for all he was worth. 
He was up there in the darkness, then, at the auction, 
probably leering the same way he did in the kitchen. 


Even if I’m almost two feet shorter than Artem, he has to 
quicken his steps to keep pace with me, his cell phone to his 
ear. 


He barks instructions into his phone as we walk, telling his 
men to be ready to sprint into the street the second 
shooting starts, telling them to kill any Italian’s they see on 
sight if they have guns in their hands. 


“But don’t - don’t - shoot anywhere near my queen. She’s 
the goddess in the chef’s whites.” 


“Goddess?” I whisper, somehow able to smile even now, 
when we may very well be walking to our deaths. 


“Don’t sound so surprised,” he growls. “You’re heaven 
made flesh. You know that. Is there any chance I’m going to 
convince you to stay behind, Anna? You shouldn’t go out 
there.” 


“I heard what he said. If we don’t both go, he’ll kill Rocky.” 


Artem heaves a sigh, his jaws tight, his eyes brimming with 
a hundred unsaid things. “He might anyway.” 


“No,” I snap. “I won’t let him. We won’t let him. Rocky is our 
first child. And we’re—Jesus, Artem, we’re the fucking 
Bratva king and queen. That has to count for something. We 
can do this.” 


He takes my hand and squeezes it in support. “You’re 
right,” he says with passion. “But if fighting starts, you get 
yourself out of the way. Get yourself to safety. Don’t worry 
about me. Get Rocky and get out of there.” 


I laugh, but without humor, a hollow sound. 
“Do you really think I'll be able to do that?” I ask him. 


“You have to,” he says, both of us walking quickly now, 
almost at the end of the hallway, at the fire escape that will 
take us onto the street. “If you don’t, I won’t be able to 
focus on what I need to do.” 


“Oh,” I say. “Then ... yeah. Okay. I can’t believe this is 
happening. How long do you think we have now?” 


“Maybe two minutes. Are you sure you won’t stay behind?” 


“T’m sure,” I say firmly. “I’m tired of running, Artem. I’m 
tired of living in fear all the time. And, well, there’s an 


innocent dog that’s going to be killed if I don’t go out there. 
It’s hardly rocket science, is it? I have to go.” 


A smile touches Artem’s lips, briefly, a smile, not a smirk. 


“Okay,” he growls, the smile slipping, sounding none too 
happy about it. “Then let’s fucking go.” 


As we walk onto the street, Artem stands in front of me, his 
shoulders wide. 


The bulletproof vest feels bulky under the chef’s jacket, but 
Artem made me change into it just before we emerged onto 
the street, four of his men appearing from the shadows like 
helpers at a play, assisting us with the vests and then 
helping us get our clothes back on over them. 


All in under a minute. 


I look up and down the street, dark now with the sun having 
set, the only light coming from the dim streetlamps. 
Streetlamps, it seems, that are darker than usual. I glance 
up and see that somebody has tied fabric around them, 
dimming them, and at both ends of the road roadblocks 
have been put up, diverting traffic and pedestrians. 


Artem strides forward, being careful to keep himself near 
me as a Shield at all times. 


I can sense the violence thrumming beneath the surface of 
his movements, his animal capability just waiting to be 
unleashed. 


“Enough hiding,” he growls, glancing across the street to 
the eaves of a building. 


To me, it just looks like darkness. But then I see the white of 
eyes and a smile, and Emilio walks out, a self-satisfied smirk 
on his face. 


Behind him, seven men emerge, all of them with the same 
vicious smirks on their faces, nothing like Artem’s. 


There’s nothing good about the way these men bare their 
teeth. 


They look like torturers about to unveil their tools. 


My heart skips when I see Rocky tied to a streetlamp 
behind them, a muzzle over his mouth, the terrier straining 
at the rope as he spots us and tries to bound over. 


Artem moves his hand back, subtly guiding me so that I 
don’t sprint forward to the dog. 


“You overpaid for her,” Emilio says proudly. “I was going to 
give her to you as a gift.” 


“Yeah,” Artem sighs. “I guessed as much. That just proves 
how much of a clueless amateur you are, Emilio, that you 
thought giving me such a gift would make me like you. I 
think it’s time you left this city. In fact, I think it’s time I 
gave you over to the police and let them lock you up for the 
rest of your worthless fucking life. The files I have on you, 
my friend, they’d make Satan blush.” 


“You'd... work with the police against me?” 
“Yes,” Artem says, chin lifted high. 


My pride for him swells to even greater proportions, 
something I thought impossible. 


“You should know that if my men hear a single gunshot, 
they’re going to come out here and slaughter you all. You 
see, Emilio, your little game has achieved nothing.” 


“No,” Emilio whines. “You’re going to come with me. Both 
of you.” 


I laugh bitterly. “Are you insane, Emilio?” I snap. “I think 
maybe you might be. Either that or just plain fucking 
stupid. God, you look pathetic right now, using a dog like 
this. You know, I was scared of you before the auction? I had 
nightmares about you? Now I just think you look like a 
pathetic little man.” 


Emilio grinds his teeth, annoyance flittering across his 
features. 


“Artem, I’d advise you to shut your bitch up before—” 
What? 

What the heck just happened? 

The speed with which Artem moves is truly terrifying. 


It’s like watching a predator in the Savannah, the power of 
nature in his muscles, the intent of a hunter as he speeds 
across the road and hammers Emilio across the side of the 
face. 


I gasp, my hands going to my mouth, as I half-watch the 
mayhem but also try to creep around the edge and get to 
Rocky. Rocky’s straining at his rope now, trying to break 
free so that he can help Artem. 


Emilio falls to the ground, landing with a thump and a high- 
pitched squealing noise, the sort of noise that makes it 
difficult for me to believe that I was ever scared of this man. 


Immediately, Emilio’s men surge toward Artem, but either 
they remember his warning about guns or they’re too 
caught up in the moment to go for them. 


All of the Mafiosi are muscular, over-inflated in their suits, 
the sort of men who, when I look at them, my mind bring up 
images of needles and steroids and under-the-counter 
enhancements. Their bodies bulge unnaturally, and yet that 
doesn’t matter, does it, if there’s seven of them and only one 
of Artem? 


Stay calm, stay calm. 


I creep towards Rocky as the men all bulrush Artem, 
leaping on him and smothering him under their combined 
weight and pressure. 


It’s impossible to make out any individual movements in the 
darkened fray, just the mad thrashing of limbs as though 
the street has become water and they’re all drowning. 


But then I peer closer and see that Artem is the only one 
not drowning, the only one in control. 


He ducks and slides away from punches, his expression 
intent as he counters with quick strikes of his own, always 
moving so that the Mafiosis’ punches swipe through empty 
air—and then he’s there, hitting them and ducking away so 
they can’t hit him, a bear crossed with a jaguar, a hunter, a 
million cuts above these men. 


I kneel down next to Rocky and take off his muzzle, his 
barks rising into the air as I run one hand over his body to 
calm him and start whispering soothing words. I don’t take 
off the rope yet, though, because I don’t want him to charge 
into the mayhem and get himself hurt. 


Artem swings with big bear swipes now, his fist hitting 
chests and necks and cheeks, causing the men to reel back 
or collapse into the ground. 


And then they’re all lying around him like scattered bowling 
pins, except bowling pins don’t groan and clutch their 


injuries. 
Artem walks over to Emilio, who’s rolling onto his back and 
clawing at his jacket, clearing going for his gun. 


Artem lays his shoe on Emilio’s chest, his face twisted in 
rage, his eyes flaming. I keep one hand on Rocky’s body and 
smooth the back of his neck with the other, his favorite 
place for being stroked, whispering words of comfort that I 
barely hear myself. 


“Tell my queen that you’re sorry, Emilio,” Artem snarls. 
“Beg for her forgiveness. Otherwise, instead of spending 
the rest of your worthless life in a maximum-security prison, 
rl put a bullet in your head with your own gun.” 


“You really think you can put me in prison?” Emilio 
wheezes, squeezing uselessly onto Artem’s ankle, trying to 
dislodge his foot. 


“I know I can,” Artem growls. “I’ve got all the dirt on you I 
need, motherfucker. Now apologize.” 


Artem leans his weight on Emilio’s chest and he starts to 
gasp and wheeze, and then he lets his head fall and his 
gaze finds mine, this man who kidnapped me and tried to 
use me aS a pawn in some twisted game. 


“I’m sorry,” he cries. “Christ, I’m so sorry. Okay? Please. 
Please.” 


I untie the rope from the streetlamp and pick Rocky up, 
laughing when he licks my face, feeling powerful as I carry 
him over to Emilio and stand tall. 


I feel like a queen. 
No, fuck that. 


I am a fucking queen. 


Queen of the Bratva. 
From slave to queen. 


“Apologize to Rocky,” I tell him, my voice ice, my gaze even 
colder. 


“S-sorry, boy,” Emilio wheezes, Artem crushing his shoe 
even harder into his chest. 


“Good,” Artem sighs, taking out his cellphone. He holds it to 
his ear after pressing a few buttons. “Call our contacts in 
the department. I want Emilio off the streets. I’ve got him 
right here. Send some men out to make sure he doesn’t 
scurry off anywhere like the fucking rodent he is.” 


Artem looks at me and, amidst all the mayhem, we share a 
look. 


With seven injured men lying busted and groaning all over 
the road, with the light of the malformed street lamps 
casting shadowy illumination over us, he looks into my eyes 
and I look into his. 


I can read the message in his face. 


I'll always protect you. No matter what happens, I’m here 
for you. For now and forever. 


I’m not crazy. Or maybe I am. Maybe I’m crazy for Artem. If 
that’s the case, then I’ve got no desire to become sane. 


I send a message back with my expression. 


I’m here for you, too. Whatever we face, we face together 
If you’re the king, I’m your queen. 


And then Rocky has a message of his own. 


He barks happily and laps at my face, a rough, warm lick as 
Artem’s men spill out of the building, a whole army of suited 


Bratva soldiers with their rifles and pistols aimed at the 
Mafiosi. 


CHAPTER TEN 


A rtem 


I let the dust settle in the week after Emilio’s little ploy. 


Once I have Emilio in my custody, it’s easy enough to have 
him planted in a convenient location for my police contacts 
to apprehend... on an anonymous tip, of course. 


We’re in the garden, Rocky running his frantic laps around 
the fountain, when Anna glances at me with her blue eyes 
brimming with questions and her lips pursed. 


“What is it?” I ask, a smirk touching my lips as I gorge on 
the sight of her, sitting there in her form fitting dress, the 
fabric like vapor over her perfect form. 


“Tt’s just, well, I didn’t expect you to call the police.” 


“Would you rather I killed him?” I ask, standing up and 
walking over to where she sits, sliding down next to her and 
wrapping my arm over her shoulders. “I don’t ask that to be 
cruel, Anna. I’m genuinely asking. Because there’s a big 
part of me that would have enjoyed putting him down. But 
.. shit, my life, this Bratva - the one I built - it’s not run like 


that. I don’t deal in blood, not when I can avoid it. I use 
information and blackmail and intimidation when I need to, 
I won’t deny that. But blood, outside of battles and wars 
and skirmishes? No, Anna, I steer clear of that. It’s bad for 
business and it’s bad for the long-term functioning of the 
Bratva.” 


She relaxes against me, laying her head against my chest, 
breathing in a long, slow breath. 


“I’m relieved,” she admits. “I guess part of me was still 
scared you were the big bad wolf.” 


“Oh, I am,” I tell her, tickling under her sides playfully. “But 
it just so happens this big bad wolf, somewhere along the 
way, learned some restraint.” 


That restraint does not extend to Anna, though. We devour 
each other every day, attacking each other with wild hands 
and lips and nibbling teeth, falling into bed and learning 
each other’s bodies in every way we can think of. 


“I’m so glad I waited,” I tell her later, lying sweaty and sex- 
contended in bed with her, making circles in her hair with 
my fingers. 


“T still can’t believe that,” she giggles, writhing naked 
against me. “The most badass man in the whole freaking 
universe. And you waited for me.” 


“You’re my Bratva queen,” I growl. “Who the fuck else was I 
supposed to wait for?” 


Slowly, I sense the wounds from the meeting with Emilio 
starting to heal in Anna. I can read it in the glances she 
gives me, in the tension that slowly sifts out of her as she 
stands at the kitchen island, preparing us another mind- 
fucking meal. 


That’s one thing that’s stood out this week. 

Her cooking. 

She has a real natural gift. 

I know she can make a career of it, if she wants to. 
And TIl be there, every step of the way. 

Always. 


We finally feel comfortable enough leaving Rocky with the 
dog-sitter again. It turns out that Emilio, as well as 
kidnapping the old owner to lure Rocky out of the estate, 
also forced the dog-sitter’s partner to call him and tell him 
she was in the hospital. It wasn’t his fault. 


Shit, if somebody told me Anna was in hospital, I’d tear the 
world to pieces to get to her. 


But tonight is important. 
A proper meal. 


“Are you sure?” she asks me in the limo, folding her legs 
over in a way that causes urgent hummingbirds to flurry 
around my body. 


She’s wearing a sleek black number that highlights every 
contour of her curvaceous body, her breasts bulging, 
already seeming fuller than when we first met. I feel my 
seed roaring at me, telling me of course they’re getting 
bigger. 


They’re getting ready. 
Soon, they’ll be full of our baby’s milk. 


But tonight is about us. 
I love her, and I still haven’t told her. 
Tonight has to go perfectly. 


“T’ve had dog cameras installed in every room,” I tell her. 
“We can tune in any time we like. And I’ve got Gavrie 
watching over the dog-sitter personally. I’ve also told the 
SOB that if he even thinks about dropping his cell again, I'll 
shove it down his throat.” 


Anna giggles. “You’re bad, Artem.” 


“Yes,” I snarl, grabbing her thigh and squeezing onto the 
creamy bulk of it. “I am.” 


The limo drives us into the city, to a towering skyscraper. 


As we ride the glass elevator up - a view of the glistening 
city laid out before us, twinkling in the yellow setting sun - I 
feel my heart pounding in my chest. 


For the first time in a long, long time, perhaps since I was a 
child, I feel nerves swirling through me, a whispered voice 
telling me that this is a mistake, that she’s going to laugh at 
me. 


But no. 
This is right. 
I feel it in my fucking bones. 


The elevator opens onto a marble-floored restaurant, our 
table set against the window, giving us a view of the city. 
The place is empty apart from us and the staff, who wait 
respectfully, suited and booted and ready to take our 
orders. 


I let my hand smooth down Anna’s back as I lead her to the 
table, squeezing onto the place just above her ass, her 
perfect fucking ass. I have to move my hand further up her 
back straightaway, though, because the urge to grip on 
tightly and bend her over is too overwhelming. 


She arches an eyebrow as I pull her chair out for her, a 
wicked smile on her sassy face. 


“Why are you being so gentlemanly all of a sudden, huh?” 


“Probably because I love you,” I say, passion infusing my 
voice. 


She blinks, gaping at me, as though she thinks she 
misheard. 


“Um?” She leans toward me, like any second I could 
disappear. “I don’t want to be weird or anything, but did 
you just say what I think you did?” 


Idiot, I chide myself. 
I’d constructed a whole plan. 
Dinner then love then... 


And yet now that I’ve said it, I feel the emotion whelming 
inside of me and a lump forming in the back of my throat. 


“T love you,” I growl, striding toward her and enveloping 
her in my embrace, squeezing her close to me, holding her 
tight and never wanting to let her go. “I love you more than 
I could ever explain, Anna. You’re... fuck, you’re my oxygen. 
You mean everything to me. I love you.” 


“T love you,” she gasps. “I’ve been thinking of saying it all 
week, but it just—” 


“It’s hard to shoot first,” I say, the corners of my lips 
twitching upward like there are two invisible strings 


attached to me. 
“Exactly,” she smiles. 


“So we're in love,” I say. “We’re in love and there’s nobody I 
would rather be with, ever. I waited my whole life for you 
and now that I’ve found you, it’d take the end of the 
goddamned universe to make me let you go. And even then, 
the universe would be up for a hell of a fight. So Anna 
Moore, I have something very, very important to ask you.” 


At the use of her full name, tears prick her eyes, glistening 
brightly. 


As I step back and reach inside my jacket pocket, she 
squeals and clasps her hands in front of her, gazing at me 
as her eyes widen to saucers, cutely, confidently, oh-so- 
Anna. 


I kneel down and take the ring box out, opening it to reveal 
a glistening diamond, large but not too large, not gaudy. 


Elegant, just like her, a ring worthy of a queen. 


“All my life, I’ve been searching for something, for 
somebody. It’s you, Anna. You’re the ... dammit, you’re the 
other half of me, you’re what completes me. Without you, I 
feel like less of a person. I love you more than I could ever 
explain with words. So I’m going to spend every day for the 
rest of our lives proving it to you. And to our children. Anna 
Moore, will you marry me?” 


“Yes,” she cries, throwing herself forward. 


A laugh of pure joy - and relief - escapes me as I take the 
ring from the box and catch her hand. I slide the ring onto 
her finger, where it fits snugly and comfortably, and then 
stand up and wrap my arms around her. 


“I wanted to wait until after dinner,” I whisper in her ear. 
“But with you, Anna, waiting turns out to be impossible.” 


She laughs through a sob of happiness and our lips 
magnetize to each other like they always do, irrepressible, 
like they always will for every star-bright day of our star- 
bright lives. 


She moans through the kiss and I squeeze her closer to me. 
My queen. 

My fiancé. 

My love. 


EPILOGUE 


THREE WEEKS LATER 


A iia 


As we eat dinner - a simple fish dish, I’m too amped-up to 
go all out - I feel about a million butterflies dancing in my 
belly. They swirl around like they’re trying to mess with my 
head or something. 


I focus on Artem instead, watching him as he bites into the 
fish, my eyes straying to the way his suit hugs into his arm 
as he brings the fork to his mouth and chews slowly, closing 
his eyes to savor the taste. 


There’s something so wonderful about watching my man 
eat a meal I’ve prepared for him, about seeing the passion 
light up his features and the sense of belonging that wash 
over both of us. 


It’s been the same this past almost-month, moment upon 
moment of love cascading to form a freaking waterfall of 
emotion, each day brighter than the last. 


I glance outside the kitchen room window and watch as 
Rocky carries his ball back to his self-throwing device, my 
smile irrepressible. 


“Are you okay, Anna?” Artem asks. 


“Okay?” I giggle, shooting him a look. “That’s probably the 
biggest understatement in the history of understatements. 
I’m about a million rungs above okay, Artem.” 


“Then you’re hiding something,” he murmurs, a smile on his 
lips, smiles which have come far more freely since we’ve 
settled into the beauty of our everyday lives. 


“Don’t pretend you can read me,” I say, pouting, knowing 
full well that he can read me. 


He can read me like a book. 
Because he’s my man and of course he can. 
“Have you finished your dinner yet?” I ask. 


He chuckles, glancing down at his half-eaten fish and his 
vegetables, a large portion of which are still remaining. 


“Are we involved in some sort of race I wasn’t made aware 
of?” 


“Tt’s just, I’d really like you to go to the refrigerator and get 
the dessert out. I mean, I know it sounds crazy, but I’d 
really like you to do that right now. Because thinking about 
it - the dessert - it’s sort of driving me insane. I think I'll 
explode if you don’t do it right this second.” 


He grins, reaching across the table and smoothing his 
thumb across my lower lip, an indulgent grin lighting up his 
face. 


“You are up to something,” he says. “But fine, yes, I’ll play 
along. This better be one special dessert.” 


“I hope so,” I whisper, nerves dancing, wondering if this is 
silly. 


If this is, in fact, probably the worst possible way I could do 
this. 


Artem stands and walks over to the refrigerator. When he 
opens it, the yellow light bathes him. I watch as he begins to 
tremble slightly, his whole body. 


He reaches inside and takes out the paper towel, squeezing 
it and what’s on top delicately in his fist, turning and facing 
me with happiness trying to bloom in his intense brown 
eyes. 


But it won’t, not yet, not until he knows if this is true. 
“Is this what I think it is?” he whispers. 


I stand up and walk over to him, tears pricking my eyes and 
sliding down my cheeks, tears making my cheeks warm, so 
warm I feel like there’s a sun inside of me, glowing, infusing 
every part of me with life-giving heat. 


“Yes,” I whisper. “It’s a pregnancy test, Artem. And it’s 
positive. It’s positive. We’re going to have a baby.” 


These past few weeks have seen a new side of Artem 
emerge, a more fun-loving side, an aspect of him that smiles 
more readily. 


But when I tell him this news, his smile is almost boyish, 
pure joy lighting up his features as his eyes glimmer and he 
lets out a roar of victory, a roar of love, of pure freaking 
love. 


“Yes, yes, yes,” he roars, wrapping his arms around me and 
lifting me up off my feet. 


He spins me around and around. 


I giggle and clasp tightly to him, knowing he won’t let me 
go, knowing he’ll bring me safely back down no matter how 


high and for how long we fly. 
Always. 


“I love you so much,” he says, kissing my cheek, getting 
closer to my lips with each contact. “And our baby, Illl love 
them so much, too. I’m the happiest man alive, Anna.” 


I wipe tears from my cheeks and nuzzle into him, certain I 
can already feel our baby shifting around inside of me, 
eager to come out into the world and meet us. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


A rtem 


I cradle Aurora to my chest as I walk up the wide stone path 
to the culinary school, the sun shining warmly today, but not 
too warmly that it will do Aurora any harm. In any case, I 
make sure to give her all the attention she deserves, my 
little bundle, my smiling princess with her beautiful 
sleeping face resting against my torso. 


“How do you think Mommy’s first day went?” I ask, walking 
past students, not giving a damn if any of them want to look 
my way and judge me for being so openly emotional. 


Fuck no. 


Those days of trying to beat down this heat inside of me are 
long gone. 


I walk to the fountain where Anna asked me to meet her 
after class and sit down on the edge, bobbing Aurora up 
and down softly the way she likes, the way that helps her 
sleep, as Rocky sits at my feet and watches the students 
pass with his head cocked, as if daring them to try to do any 
harm to his pack. 


I reach down and ruffle the terrier behind the ears, smiling 
when his mouth opens and his tongue comes lolling out. 


“How do you think she did, huh?” I ask, both my daughter 
and my loyal friend. “I know, I know, amazing. I knew you’d 
say that.” 


I cherish moments like these, moments where I can forget 
about business and just be a family man. I will always have 
my responsibilities, of course, but to be able to sit here ona 
warm day with my daughter cradled close to me and my 
dog sitting at my feet, it’s like a slice of heaven transported 
to earth. 


It’s perfect. 


No ... I have to correct myself, because when I see Anna 
walking across the quad to greet us, I know that she’s the 
very definition of perfection and nothing and nobody even 
comes close. 


She’s still beautifully shapely from the pregnancy, her dress 
settling over her curves as though whoever designed that 
dress was trying to drive me as insane as they possibly can. 
Her new bob cut makes her look cute and so sexy I could 
roar. She shoulders her bag, filled with her textbooks for 
the new year, and even that gesture fills me with a crashing 
tsunami of need for my wife. 


She’s here. She’s doing it. She’s following her dream. 
And I couldn’t be prouder. 
“Hello, sweetness,” she says when she reaches us, leaning 


down and kissing Aurora on the top of the head. “And hello 


n 


you. 
She reaches down and ruffles Rocky. 


“I see you’ve saved the worst till last,” I grin. 


She pouts. “The best.” 


She leans over Aurora’s head and our lips meet, a brief 
moment of love and closeness, but I can taste the ever- 
present lust on her lips, the same lust that moves around 
me every second of every day, every time Iso much as think 
of my wife. 


“Ready to go?” I ask. 
“Hmm,” she says, nodding. 


“How was it?” I mutter as we walk toward the exit, Anna 
taking Rocky’s leash and smiling brightly at me as I 
rearrange Aurora in my embrace. 


“It was amazing,” she says, passion flaring under her 
words. “Honestly, Artem, it was everything I dreamed it’d 
be. I know it’s going to be hard. I know I’m going to have to 
work my ass off. But I’m ready. I really am. I think I... well, I 
think I might be able to do this.” 


“Might?” I laugh. “Anna, you’re already the best chef in the 
world. You’re going to set the world on fire. Just you wait 
and see.” 


Her cheeks blush crimson in the cutest way imaginable, and 
then she reaches down with her free hand and curls her 
arm around my waist, hugging close to me. 


“T love you,” she whispers. “So much. And thank you. For 
supporting me.” 


“Always,” I tell her, kissing her on the top of the head, 
smelling her shampoo and her just-Anna scent. “A 
husband’s job is to make his wife so happy that she’s willing 
to be absolutely submissive in the bedroom. And I think I’m 
doing a fine job there.” 


“Ha ha,” she says, rolling her eyes. But then she bites her 
lip in that way I know well, the same way she did on our 
wedding night. “I still can’t believe you even want me, after 
Rory. After the pregnancy, I mean.” 


I laugh, looking her up and down, drinking in the supple 
sight of her, her curves enhanced by her body’s passage 
through motherhood. 


“T want you now more than I ever have. And that’s going to 
be true for every day for the rest of our lives. When are you 
going to realize that, Anna? You could be the size of a house 
and I’d still want you. Because I want you. Your curves. Your 
sassiness. Your ambition. I love you.” 


“T love you,” she breathes, leaning forward and kissing me, 
and then both of us kiss the top of Aurora’s head, and we 
stay like that, just for a moment, basking in our joy. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


TEN YEARS LATER 


A aid 


“I think you’re going to do amazing—no, fantastic—no 
absolutely, um, um...” 


Aurora giggles when she can’t think of another word to 
praise me with, which is her current way of expressing her 
flowering creativity. She’s decided to dedicate herself to 
learning one word a day at the moment, and she’s doing so 
well, it fills me with pride each time I hear a new one. 


“You are, you are,” Alek says from the back seat, my six 
year old bobbing up and down, his father’s brown eyes 
glinting with excitement. 


I glance at my husband in the driver’s seat, dressed in a 
pale blue suit with his face covered in a sleek iron beard. 
He looks as strong and capable as the day we first flew 
together like magnets and metal, except now he has a 
looseness, an easiness about him that he never had before. 


Love. 


That’s what it is. 


Pure, contended, shiny love. 


“You are the best chef in the world,” Natalie says, glancing 
up from her Kindle, my eight year old almost as voracious a 
reader as her big sister. She has my dark, unlike the other 
three who have their father’s light colored hair. 


Paula is at home with the nanny, a necessity which caused a 
stirring of uncertainty in me earlier today. 


I was almost going to call the whole thing off until Artem 
pulled me aside. 


“Listen,” he said, leaning close to me and looking at me, 
into me, in that way only my husband could. 


Like he could see everything I was made of and was ready 
to support it, all of it, in any way he could. 


Perhaps that’s part of the reason his business has flourished 
so much this past decade, his legitimate businesses far 
outweighing the Bratva life. 


“You’ve worked your way up to this moment. You’ve kicked 
ass as head chef for three years and now you’re going to 
open your own restaurant. I know it’s hard, but the children 
want you to follow your dreams. They respect you. They 
look up to you. They love you, Anna. I love you. So go out 
there and kick some goddamn ass, okay?” 


My body fills with warmth as we pull up outside the 
restaurant, the name emblazoned in crimson writing above 
the door, the calligraphy stylish, the name - to anybody but 
my husband and me - quite ambiguous. 


My restaurant is called The Auction House. 


Artem glances over at me, a sly smile on his lips, and as I 
reach for the door handle I feel the same smile tugging on 
mine. 


“Are you ready?” he asks. 
“Always,” I say. 

For anything. 

With him. 

Forever. 


Rocky wakes up and sits up straight, tongue hanging from 
his mouth, eyes alert as he looks around to see what’s going 
on. I think he can smell the canapés. 
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